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ABSTRACT
COLLABORATIVE APPROACHES TO TRANSLATION IN SOCIAL CHANGE
MOVEMENTS
MAY 2016
JOCELYN LANGER, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
M.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Moira Inghilleri
The focus of this thesis is on collaborative translation as a reflection of the contexts in
which it takes place. I consider a wide range of contexts, including both historical and
present day social change movements. Drawing on the principles that were outlined by
scholars during the cultural turn in translation studies that took place during the 1980s
and 90s, I examine cultural translation as something that can take place on many levels,
from the translation of words and sentences to the translation of the values of a
movement.
As an example of the holistic approaches that are part of cultural translation, I look
in-depth at Our Bodies, Ourselves, a feminist book that has been written and translated
collaboratively by women all over the world. I then expand my survey of collaborative
approaches to include the translation of literary and religious texts, including the
translation of Don Quixote into Kichwa, as part of an indigenous movement, as well as
historical and present day team translations of Buddhist sutras in the U.S. and China, and
numerous collaborative Bible translations spanning centuries and continents.
I also explore the relationship between amateur translators, collaborative approaches,
and activism in social movements. Part of my aim is to bridge the gaps between translator
training and translation theory, practice, and policy. In some cases, amateur translators
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are a manifestation of the values of a movement; in other cases they are a necessity due to
limited financial resources, and activists take a variety of approaches to the problem of
budgetary constraints. One approach is collaboration, which can make a translation
project economically viable by dividing work amongst volunteers. Another solution is to
form worker cooperatives. In addition, the use of technology can help to increase
efficiency and save money.
Translators in social change movements frequently solve problems and carry out their
values by taking holistic approaches. From integrating modern technology and timetested historical practices to drawing on translation traditions from a variety of cultures,
collaborative translation projects demonstrate a wide range of ways in which the values
of social change movements can be reflected in the translation process.
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INTRODUCTION
In a very broad sense, almost any publication could be considered collaborative on some
level; authors, editors, and publishers all contribute to the creation of a published work,
often alongside designers, illustrators, and sometimes translators. Rather than viewing
collaboration as either present or not, it could be seen as falling on a spectrum, ranging
from intensely interactive and intentional teamwork, to routine editing and informal
consultations with friends and colleagues. On one level or another, collaboration in
translation is happening all the time, though it is often overlooked. My aim is to shine a
light on instances of collaboration in translation; to demonstrate that collaboration is a
viable approach; and to connect theoretical principles of collaborative translation with the
day-to-day experience of practicing translators.
In the following chapters I look specifically at collaborative translation in the
context of social change movements. The starting point for my research on collaborative
approaches to translation for social change was a foundational text of the feminist
movement in the 1970s, Our Bodies, Ourselves (OBOS), written by members of the
Boston Women’s Health Book Collective.1 My research has expanded to include a wide
range of social change movements, taking into account movements that may involve
religious, political, economic, technological, and scientific change. Social change, like
collaboration, is happening all the time, often going unnoticed or unnamed as such.
Activism and the role of translation in social change movements is a thread that
runs throughout the following chapters. My first chapter provides an overview of
1

Note that when I refer to the book, Our Bodies, Ourselves, the words will be italicized, while the
nonprofit organization by the same name will not be in italics.
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literature relating to the cultural turn in translation studies, which serves as a foundation
for my subsequent analysis of holistic approaches as a form of cultural translation. It goes
on to review a number of historical case studies that provide background and perspective
on modern day practices. In Chapter 2 I delve deeper into the concept of a holistic
approach to translation, giving examples of holistic approaches in other fields, including
agriculture, architecture, education, and medicine. I argue that translation can take place
not only at the level of words and text, but at the level of a movement, and I call for the
integration of more cross-cultural and historical perspectives on the field. The term
holistic can be interpreted in many ways, but I define it in this context as one that
incorporates the translation of words and text as well as the translation of culture, society,
and social movements, taking into account a variety of perspectives of place and time.
Aiming for a holistic point of view, one of the goals of my research is to connect current
practices with historical ones, with a specific focus on social change and collaborative
approaches to translation.
In response to the call for a holistic perspective in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 reflects on
relevant research that has already been done in areas such as translation history,
postcolonial translation, and cultural studies. The chapter explores collaborative
approaches to translation, and provides examples of collaboration in translation for social
movements. I also raise the question of whether collaboration in translation and
interpreting can increase the quality of the product and the process, and although I do not
aim to answer this question, I relay the opinions of several translators and scholars.
Collaborative approaches may include formal instances of team translation or informal
situations in which translators work cooperatively on a project, sometimes in person and
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sometimes in virtual spaces. I find that the long history of collaborative translation of
religious scriptures includes many instances in which collaboration reflects the values of
a movement or of a society. For example, as attitudes toward indigenous cultures
changed in the second half of the 20th century, there was increased inclusion of
indigenous people in Bible translation teams. Similarly, the practices of particular social
movements or groups may be reflected in the translation process: Missionaries, who
commonly live and worship together, also commonly translate together. After comparing
historical models to more recent high-tech examples, it is clear that traditional
collaborative translation can inform and improve the present day study and practice of
translation.
Chapter 4 explores the connection between activism and amateur translators. The
issue of amateur translation and interpreting in conference settings is far from
straightforward, with some activists advocating for and some against the practice; the use
of amateur interpreters in the medical field is similarly controversial and often prohibited.
In the context of global social movements, amateur translators are sometimes trained
through a process created by members of the movement, although they continue to call
themselves amateurs despite their experience and training (Baker 2013: 38). This special
approach to training, along with alternative approaches to everything from web design to
intellectual property, is part of the practice of prefigurative politics, in which the mission
of a movement is carried out in day-to-day practices. While amateur translation is not a
new phenomenon, online crowdsourced translation platforms have taken it to a new level,
contributing additional complexity and ethical questions to an already controversial
practice. With such a variety of amateur translation activity, from hospitals to virtual
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spaces, there is variation in the level of quality produced by amateur translators, but it is
clear that formal training does not guarantee high quality work, and that amateurs are
capable of producing excellent translations.
Throughout my first four chapters my focus is on the past and the present; in
Chapter 5, I consider examples from previous chapters, and explore their social and
economic implications for translation and interpreting in the future. Finally, I review
trends and highlights from earlier chapters, and conclude by suggesting how holistic,
collaborative, and amateur approaches might inform the field of translation going
forward.
During the course of my research I have drawn from a variety of print sources, as
well as electronic publications and informal online forums. In order to learn more about
little-known, emerging, and cutting edge movements and examples from the fringes of
the field, I conducted several interviews. My first interview was with Maria Marmo
Skinner, a member of the Nuestros Cuerpos, Nuestras Vidas (NCNV) translation team; at
Maria’s suggestion, I then met with Judy Norsigian, founding member and long-time
executive director of Our Bodies Ourselves, and Ester Shapiro, who oversaw the most
recent Spanish translation, NCNV in the 1990s. These interviewees shared their firsthand
experience with the collaborative translation process, along with their contagious
enthusiasm and tireless dedication to their project.
I also interviewed Massachusetts-based activists Matthew Feinstein and Dania
Flores-Heagney about their experience with social justice interpreting and with
translation for the US Social Forum. While Feinstein and Flores-Heagney work closely
together as members of the Stone Soup Artist and Activist Collective, they have
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conflicting points of view on the issue of volunteerism in translation. They were united,
however, on their observation that translation can serve to support monolingualism: for
example, Spanish interpreters at a community meeting conducted in English actually help
to perpetuate a comfortable monolingual space, enabling the English speakers not to learn
Spanish and vice-versa. While this is not a central point here, it is worth noting in light of
several case studies in upcoming chapters that question common assumptions about the
need for translation and the norm of monolingualism.
In Northampton I interviewed David Morgan of the Toolbox for Education and
Social Action and the Valley Alliance of Worker Co-operatives about his role
coordinating translations for the game Coopoloy, and the role of collaborative translation
within a cooperative business. In Amherst, I met with Antonia Carcelén-Estrada of the
University of Massachusetts Amherst, a translator who leads collaborative translation
projects locally and internationally. Most recently, I met with Carlos Miranda of the
Interpreters Coop of Madison to discuss his experience as an interpreter and member of a
worker-owned coop. In addition, some of my information on medical interpreting is
based on interviews with medical professionals conducted in the fall of 2013.2
In some instances the material from live interviews corroborated what I have read,
and in other instances it was contradictory, but in either case it has added a rich depth and
perspective to the research. Discussion with interviewees in the field has helped me to
connect historical and academic perspectives with current events and day-to-day practice
on the ground. I do not claim to present a comprehensive picture of the history or present
practices of collaborative translation; my examples simply provide a holistic perspective

2

See Appendix for a full list of interviewees.
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on a discussion of collaborative approaches to translation in present day social change
movements.
A holistic approach to problem solving is one method that social movements use
in order to bring about effective global change. Translation is a crucial element in this
process, and a holistic approach to translation focuses not only on words, phrases, and
text, but can inform social movements themselves. In preparation for my discussion of
holistic approaches to translation in the following chapters, I will clarify a few points in
relation to holistic movements in general, and the relationship between holism and the
historical examples presented.
I would like to suggest that holistic movements are those whose daily practices
reflect their values. Mahatma Gandhi’s work with the Indian Independence Movement
and Martin Luther King’s contribution to the Civil Rights Movement are illustrations of
this type of movement. Advocating for civil rights by killing fellow citizens would not be
in line with the mission of the movement (therefore not a holistic approach), whereas
nonviolent resistance is a manifestation of the larger goal. Whether on an international
scale or on the level of local, grassroots groups, actions that reflect the group’s mission
on all levels make for a more holistic – and arguably more effective - movement. An
organization whose mission is peace and social justice will have difficulty achieving its
goals if its daily staff meetings are fraught with conflict and members treat each other
unjustly. A holistic approach to social change takes the mission of the movement into
account at all levels, including in the process of translation. Mona Baker uses the concept
of prefigurative politics to set this holistic approach to translation within social
movements apart from other translators who offer simply linguistic-based translation. In
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Baker’s examples, translators reflect the larger goals of the movement in their day-to-day
practice of translation (2013:25).
While social movements can intentionally reflect their values within the act of
translating, a similar reflection can happen unintentionally: translations and the process of
translation can reflect the larger values of a society or group, as in the example of the
missionaries who both live and translate together. Anthropologist Robbie Davis-Floyd
discusses the “technocratic” model of medicine compared with a holistic model in her
book Birth as an American Rite of Passage. She relates the technocratic model to earlier
mechanistic models, and then contrasts it with the “wholistic” model. Davis-Floyd points
out that American society is based on a mechanistic model, and as a result views the body
as a machine; in a sense, each element of society becomes a scaled-down version of
another (46). This theme of societal values reflected in the translation process comes up
repeatedly in the context of collaborative translation.
One important point in relation to the historical examples discussed below is that
a historical case study can help to inform a holistic approach to translation without
necessarily having been holistic at the time when it took place. For example, without
extensive research and knowledge of Chinese language and Buddhist texts, it would be
difficult to determine whether the team approach to the translation of Buddhist scriptures
described below is actually a holistic approach. If, hypothetically, evidence suggested
that translation sessions began with a meditation practice, then it could be said that the
values of the religion were being manifested in the translation process, and that the
process of translation was holistic because it integrated and connected these values on
different levels, from the level of the words and text to the level of the process itself. To
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determine whether this was actually the case or not would necessitate a level of expertise
that is beyond the scope of my research here; therefore, I do not claim that Chinese team
translation was necessarily holistic. I do claim, however, that part of a holistic system
involves learning from historical examples, so the Chinese team translation example
could be used to inform a holistic approach to translation today, regardless of whether it
was actually holistic itself at the time it took place.
A further clarification is that I do not claim that collaborative translation is
necessarily a holistic approach to translation. In the case of OBOS, the source text was
written collaboratively and emphasizes the collective voice of women, so translating that
text collaboratively is part of a holistic approach, in the sense that the act of translation
reflects the values described in the text itself. If, instead, the source text had been written
by an individual and emphasized self-sufficiency, then a collaborative approach would
not be holistic, because it would not be integrating the overarching principles in all levels
of the text.
In summary, not all of the historical examples that inform a holistic process were
holistic within their own context, and not all collaborative approaches are holistic. In the
following chapters, I will point out when it appears that an example of collaborative
translation is holistic, and when a collaboration may simply be a useful example that
could inform future holistic approaches.
One important question in today’s world is whether collaboration in interpreting
and translation is an economically viable option in a global field where there is increasing
pressure to work faster and rely more heavily on technology. For example, interpreters
advocating for the importance of team interpreting are up against the budgetary
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constraints of institutions that would rather move toward telephone interpreting instead of
paying one – let alone two – on-site interpreters. By looking at trends in translation over
time, considering cases from a variety of cultures, and maintaining a holistic point of
view based on inclusion, reflection, and common sense, I will explore how collaboration
works for today’s translators, and investigate ways in which professional and amateur
translators work collaboratively to advance movements for social change.

9

CHAPTER I
BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
Around the world and throughout history, social change has often taken place with the
aid of translation. From religious movements to colonialism and the rejection of
colonialism, to movements such as feminism and environmentalism, translation has
played a key role in advancing both progressive and oppressive agendas. Translation in
these contexts does not always take shape the way we may at first imagine, with a
professionally trained translator sitting alone at a desk carrying words from one language
to another. In the context of activism and social change movements, translation has
unfolded in unexpected ways: it has been done collaboratively; it has been done by
amateurs; it has had a profound influence on history and culture. My research draws on
both historical and contemporary examples, examining holistic approaches to translation,
defining the role of amateur translators, and investigating the question of how past
practices of collaborative translation could improve the product or process of translation
today.
In this chapter, I provide an overview of some general concepts in translation
theory that form the basis of the next several chapters. These concepts help to frame the
specific examples that I discuss, from the translation of ancient religious scriptures to
modern day medical interpreting. After an overview of several key concepts relating to
translation theory, I will share some historical examples that demonstrate political,
ideological, and cross-cultural issues that are particularly relevant to my research. These
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historical examples are important in developing a holistic understanding of translation,
informed by not only present trends but past practices.
One important event that I refer to is the “cultural turn” in translation studies,
which took place during the 1980s and early 1990s. Many of the authors participating in
that movement within translation studies have spent the intervening decades demanding
and creating a more cross-cultural perspective on translation, which is particularly
relevant to my current research. The work of translation scholars writing within the
paradigm of postcolonial studies crosses traditional ethnocentric boundaries, bringing to
light translation issues from minority cultures around the world. A few such works
include Theo Hermans’ Translating Others, Susan Bassnett and Andre Lefevere’s
Translation, History & Culture, and Maria Tymoczko and Edwin Gentzler’s Translation
and Power. These books include an impressive range of examples, such as the translation
of the Treaty of Waitangi in New Zealand (Fenton & Moon), Chinese discourse on
translation (Cheung), and a history of translation (and lack thereof) in India (Trivedi).
Borrowing from the broad perspective of these and other similar texts, my aim is to use
historical examples to criticize or inform present day practices. I also draw on the work of
authors writing before and after the “cultural turn,” such as mid-20th century linguistic
approaches and present day feminist perspectives. As I will discuss, this integration of
historical and cross-cultural viewpoints is one of the characteristics of a holistic
approach.
The idea that translation takes place at many different levels (lexical, syntactical,
etc.) is not a new concept. In his 1965 publication A Linguistic Theory of Translation, J.
C. Catford sheds some light on this concept, outlining the multiple levels on which
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translation may take place, from the levels of grammatical/lexical form (grammar and
lexis), to the medium form (phonology and graphology) to medium substance (phonic
substance, graphic substance, and situation substance) (4), and goes on to add an
interlevel of context (5). Catford later explains that at one or more of the above levels, a
translator may use a target language (TL) equivalent or non-equivalent, or, at one or more
levels, there may be no replacement at all (20-21). Thanks in part to Catford’s in-depth
explanation of these different levels, it is commonly understood that translation takes
place on many levels; in a literal translation, the translator may be predominantly
translating on the lexical level, while in other cases the translator may be working at the
level of the sentence, the level of the text, or some combination.
Leading up to the cultural turn in translation studies, translation scholars explored
the idea that meaning may be specific to a particular language, culture, or context, and
questioned the assumption that it is possible to find equivalent terms in two languages. In
addition it has become widely accepted that a translation may have different meanings
from its source text. Willard Quine explored these concepts in his 1959 publication,
“Meaning and Translation”, where he famously discussed “radical translation”, or “the
translation of the language of a hitherto untouched people” and introduced the example of
the word Gavagai used by a “native” when a rabbit scurries by. Quine points out that
Gavagai could mean simply Rabbit, or it could mean any number of other things related
to the scampering creature, and the linguist from a completely unconnected culture would
be hard pressed to compile a dictionary or manual with exact equivalents between the two
languages (148).
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Quine’s examples bring into question the assumption that it is possible to find
lexical or syntactical equivalence between any two given languages. Quine insists that
it’s one thing to make assumptions about translation and equivalence when the languages
in question are related, such as with English and Frisian, and even when the languages
are not related but the cultures are, such as with English and Hungarian, but that “only the
discontinuity of radical translation [that of a ‘hitherto untouched’ language] tries our
meanings” (171). While English and Hungarian are not related linguistically, their
speakers come from overlapping cultural backgrounds, and therefore one cannot theorize
about “radical translation” based upon the translation of those two languages, because
cultural overlap is a significant factor in translation. Quine’s mid-20th century
acknowledgement of the cultural factors influencing translation helped to pave the way
for the cultural turn of later decades, and his observations of the limits of a purely
linguistic-based approach to translation demonstrate what could be seen as a holistic
point of view. Quine’s work on the indeterminacy of meaning questioned previous
assumptions that we can be sure of the meaning of a word, thus freeing future generations
of translation scholars from trying to pin down exact definitions and equivalents.

The Cultural Turn in Translation Studies
Through the above discussions and other examples, Catford and Quine both show that
translators must make choices. Finding equivalents from one language to another is
simply impossible, and so a translation will never have the same meaning as the source
text. Translators make choices about form, register, culture, and on many different levels,
in addition to choices at the level of words and phrases. A generation after Catford and
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Quine, Susan Bassnett and Andre Lefevere commented on the mid-20th century emphasis
on the word as the unit of translation in the introduction to their 1990 compilation
Translation, History and Culture. From their vantage point, Bassnett and Lefevere
explained the mid-century focus on machine translation, whose triumph seemed at the
time to be “just around the corner”. This need for machines to be programmed put an
emphasis on equivalence, using the word as the unit of translation. Although later
linguists “moved from word to text as a unit”, they did not move beyond (4).
Bassnett and Lefevere’s Introduction refers to Mary Snell Hornby’s contribution
to Translation, History and Culture, in which she suggests that linguists move away from
text as a translation unit, to culture. In her critique of translation theory in Germany,
Snell-Hornby identifies two distinct streams in translation that had developed following
World War II: a linguistically-oriented approach, and a culturally-oriented approach. The
so-called “scientific” aim of the linguistic approach becomes problematic because it
depends on the level of the word or sentence. Snell-Hornby discusses moving from a
focus on “lexical items” to “the global text-type of the work,” noting the “crucial shift of
focus from the isolated lexical item in a language system to the differentiated handling of
texts in the act of translation” (81). Snell-Hornby goes on to promote a more “integrated”
and culturally oriented approach to translation theory, maintaining that, “an integrated
approach to translation is not only possible, but that it is even essential if translation
studies is to establish itself as an independent discipline” (83). This “integrated” outlook
helps to pave the way for my upcoming discussion of holistic approaches to translation.
According to Bassnett and Lefevere, Snell-Hornby’s suggested shift toward
cultural translation would be a “momentous step that would go far beyond the move from
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the word as a ‘unit’ to the text.” Here the editors go on to outline the significance of this
so-called “cultural turn” that has been taken by the authors in their compilation,
introducing a term and concept that both identified and influenced a significant shift in
the course of translation studies (4). The idea that translations reflect their cultural
context is a theme that will be echoed in the following chapters in relation to holistic and
collaborative approaches to translation.
In his chapter on the genealogy of translation in the West, Lefevere demonstrates
that the need for and definition of translation changes from place to place and from time
to time. Lefevere discusses the predominance of multilingualism in Europe during the
Middle Ages, and the resulting lack of need for translation (1990:16). While the lack of
translation in this example from the distant past may seem irrelevant to present day
concerns, I will argue in my next chapter that these historical and cultural perspectives
are in fact crucial for the understanding and advancement of translation for social change
today. When 21st century activists in the United States claim that interpreting actually
enables monolingual culture, the implied suggestion that a monolingual culture could
become multilingual seems radical. However, examples of multilingualism from the
European Middle Ages or ancient India (see Trivedi below) demonstrate that in some
times and places, multilingualism has been the norm. While my point is not to advocate
for every US citizen today to speak multiple languages, questioning monolingualism as a
norm is less radical in light of the above examples of multilingual societies.
Not only are our ideas of what constitutes a translation culturally and historically
relative, but translation itself can be seen as only one part of the larger act of rewriting. In
his 1985 publication “Why Waste Our Time on Rewrites?” Lefevere asserts that
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translations are “probably the most radical form of rewriting” (241). Rewriting, according
to Lefevere, may come in a variety of forms, including interpretation, criticism,
historiography, anthologies, or translation (233). Lefevere views these forms of rewriting
as important aspects of the life of a piece of literature, without which a given piece of
literature has a much lower chance of survival and proliferation, and claims that
“rewritings are often designed precisely to push a given literature in a certain direction"
(219). Writers, then, “will have to share the limelight with rewriters, since they [the
rewriters] share the responsibility for the evolution of a literature” (220). While Lefevere
only hints at the idea of questioning our culture’s focus on the individual as author, his
assertions on the importance of rewriters could be used to further interrogate Western
assumptions about the relative status of writers compared with rewriters and the notion of
individual authorship.
Lefevere goes on to discuss the issue of the environment in which a piece of
literature is written or rewritten, explaining that an environment influences the literary
system that is in place, and vice-versa (224). He also acknowledges that writers and
rewriters can choose to go with or against the prevailing “system” of the environment in
which they are writing, for example rewriting “in such a manner that they tend not to fit
in with the dominant poetics or ideology of his or her time and place, but with an
alternative ideology” (225). Lefevere then discusses the economic influences on
translation, which I will explore in Chapter 5.
Returning to the question of individual authorship, Lefevere raises an interesting
example of African cultures whose emphasis on the community stands above recognition
of the individual. Within a literary system, this means that literature in some traditions,
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“was not supposed to be conducive to personal fame or personal immortality for its
creator,” and that traditional African literature is, by “Western” standards, “‘anonymous’
and classified under the name of the tribe…not that of the individual, the author, whose
name remains unknown” (229-230). While Lefevere does not go into significant detail on
this issue, it is worth highlighting the idea that individual authorship is not necessarily
valued by all cultures at all points in time.
Toward the end of his chapter on rewriting, Lefevere asserts that translation must
be studied in conjunction with other forms of rewriting, and that translation can no longer
be analyzed in isolation, arguing that “it should be studied as part of a whole system of
texts and the people who produce, support, propagate, oppose, [and] censor them” (237).
Lefevere also makes it clear that literature cannot be adequately studied if it is, in
practice, restricted to the literature of Europe and the Americas,3 explaining that “nonWestern” literary systems are vital for any understanding of literature (238). These
concluding thoughts form part of my analysis of holistic systems, which I discuss in
Chapter 2.
During the last decades of the 20th century, Bassnett and Lefevere were only two
of many translation scholars whose writing made up the cultural turn in translation
studies. Gideon Toury’s work on descriptive translation studies made a significant
contribution to the field during this same period. First published in 1995, Descriptive
Translation Studies – and beyond was a continuation of Toury’s thinking since his 1980
book In Search of a Theory of Translation. One point raised by Toury that is relevant to
my present research relates to his commentary on Holmes’ “basic map of Translation

3

Lefevere does not mention the literature of indigenous cultures in the Americas, so it could be assumed
that he is referring only to literature of European languages in the Americas.
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Studies”. Toury discusses three branches of descriptive translation studies in Holmes’
map: product-oriented, process-oriented, and function-oriented. He explains that
functions, processes, and products make up a larger whole, which cannot be separated
from each other:
Consequently, whether an individual study is process-, product-, or functionoriented, when it comes to the global level, that of the discipline as a whole, the
programme must aspire to lay bare the interdependencies of all three aspects if we
are ever to gain true insight into the intricacies of translational phenomena, and to
do so within one unified framework.” (5).
Toury calls for an integration of local, global, and historical perspectives, demonstrating
what could be considered a holistic approach to translation studies.
With the help of Bassnett, Lefevere, Toury, and many others, the field of
translation studies has moved toward a more comprehensive and culturally integrated
understanding of translation in recent decades. Scholars are connecting the field’s history
with its current practices, as the writers of the cultural turn demanded, and some, such as
Lawrence Venuti, have used a historical overview to criticize dominant practices in
translation. In The Translator’s Invisibility, Venuti gives examples of translation practice
over the past several centuries, with a focus on domestication and foreignization. He
explains that translators have tended toward fluency, a strategy that smooths out or
eliminates any hint of the foreign, with the aim that texts read as if they were originally
written in the target language. He describes the rise of fluency as a canon of English
language translation, and shows how it came to achieve that status, noting that in many
cases, foreignization was not well received (43). Venuti calls on translators and readers to
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reflect on the potential “ethnocentric violence” of translation, and encourages them to
recognize linguistic and cultural difference. While Venuti’s historical overview of
foreignization in translation lends valuable perspective, the examples that he gives are
highly Eurocentric despite his frequent emphasis on moving away from ethnocentrism.
Venuti’s model is a useful one, however, in my present aim of drawing on past practices
to inform present ones, in that it provides historical perspective for his criticism of
modern practices.
In “Theorizing Feminist Discourse/Translation”, Barbara Godard discusses the
role of feminist translation within the dominant discourse, raising issues of language,
gender, and ideology. Godard discusses translation in relation to the now outdated notion
of equivalency, compared to translation as transformation, asking the question, “Do the
translations seek to hide the work of translation and appear as naturalized in the English
language, or do they function as texts, as writing, and foreground their work upon
meaning?” (87). This question is interesting both in the context of Lefevere’s insights on
translation as rewriting and as part of Venuti’s inquiry into the role of domestication in
translation. Godard notes that “The elimination of self-reflexive elements results in the
suppression of signs of the author-function but also in those of the translator-function
since her manipulative work on these elements is rendered invisible in the resulting
conflation of the two texts. In this way are effaced the translator’s dual activities of
reading and (re)writing” (91). In the interests of breaking out of the east/west cultural
duality, Godard’s words could also be applied to Trivedi’s discussion of authorship in
India, as I will discuss below, despite the fact that Godard’s focus is on feminism. She
notes that, “Although framed as a transfer from one language to another, feminist
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discourse involves the transfer of a cultural reality into a new context as an operation in
which literary traditions are variously challenged in the encounter of differing modes of
textualization” (89).
As the above review of translation theories demonstrates, late 20th century work in
translation studies includes the following ideas: translation takes place on many different
levels; translators must make choices; translation is a form of rewriting; the value placed
on individual authorship varies between cultures; translations reflect their cultural
context, and we must look beyond Eurocentric examples in order to develop a thorough
understanding of translation. In addition, the following historical examples shed light on
the fact that those who are considered translators are not always bilingual, the presence or
absence of certain collaborators can change the results of a translation, and nations made
up of multiple languages do not always produce a lot of translation activity.

Historical Case Studies
An important example of translation history, which will be addressed further in Chapter
3, is that of Buddhist sutra translation into Chinese. In China, up until very recently, those
considered to be translators were not always bilingual. Eva Hung reports that the person
listed as the “translator” of many sutras in China was the religious expert, whether or not
he was bilingual (152). In addition, Chinese tradition demonstrates that translation is not
always an activity done by individuals. Lin Kenan describes models of Buddhist
translation into Chinese which involved a team of translators, often including native

20

speakers of the source language and of the target language, as well as a specialist in
writing the Chinese script (161).4
Harish Trivedi’s discussion of translation in India from “In Our Own Time, On
Our Own Terms” also demonstrates that what constitutes a translation varies from culture
to culture. Trivedi begins by explaining that translation is not called translation in all the
languages and cultures of the world, and that despite the presence of many languages in
India, during the first three thousand years of its literary history, there was no
“translation” in the Western sense of the term. Literature in India was seen as a
“collaborative and collective activity, with little value placed on either individuality or
originality” (102). Trivedi goes on to explain that India has a “phenomenally large”
number of languages – and is probably the nation with the “strongest and widest
linguistic diversity in the world.” The idea that this would lead to significant translation
activity is an assumption typical of a Western perspective, “…for it is to forget that
translation is the need of the monolingual speaker, and that an obvious and efficacious
alternative to having to translate from another language is actually to learn it, and that if
there is something even better than the best of translations, it is bilingualism” (103). To
this day, many Indians speak Hindi and English as a second or third language. Once
again, this modern day example, backed by thousands of years of history often
overlooked in Western translation research, lends perspective to the assumption that
monolingualism is the norm. This is an instance in which case studies from a variety of
times and places can help to construct a more holistic and well-rounded picture of
translation by questioning common assumptions.

4

Team translation has been practiced not only in the context of Buddhist sutras in Asia, but also in Bible
translation in Europe, as well as other contexts around the world, as will be discussed in Chapter 3.
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Sharing this historical perspective, Trivedi explains that as Sanskrit declined in
India, many of the old texts were rewritten in the modern Indian languages. These texts
are “regarded as among the greatest original works” in the modern languages, despite
being near replicas of the Sanskrit. Trivedi explains that no one in India asks why they
are not regarded as translations, pointing out that this “remains a very Western question
to ask. . . such a question arises only when we subscribe implicitly and unquestioningly to
the assumption that the Western concepts of the ‘original’ and the ‘translation’ are
universal” (107).
Another interesting historical case study is that of Jerónimo de Aguilar and Doña
Marina Malinche, the 16th century interpreters of Hernán Cortez in Mexico. In his True
History of the Conquest of New Spain, Bernal Díaz del Castillo shares a firsthand account
of the conquest, with several references to Cortez’s interpreters. According to this
account, Doña Marina, the daughter of Paynala chiefs, spoke the language of
Coatzacoalcos as well as that of Tabasco, and Aguilar spoke the language of Tabasco, in
addition to Spanish. The two interpreters worked as a team, with Doña Marina translating
into Tabasco, and Aguilar from Tabasco into Spanish (1908:134).
The duo of Doña Marina and Aguilar is particularly interesting in light of the
present focus on collaborative translation. Interpreting is mentioned over two dozen times
in the course of Díaz del Castillo’s account, and in the vast majority of cases the two
interpreters are mentioned together, sometimes along with a page boy named Orteguilla.
Clearly collaboration was practical for a period of time when Doña Marina relied upon
Aguilar’s Spanish skills, but the partnership appears to have continued beyond the point
when it was necessary to fill this linguistic gap. One possible reason is based on her
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ethnic background and the perception of gender roles at the time: Once Doña Marina’s
Spanish reached a level of fluency that she would not have needed Aguilar for linguistic
purposes, the partnership may have continued simply because, as a woman and a native,
it may not have been socially appropriate to rely exclusively on her. Furthermore, her
position as an indigenous woman offered the Spaniards an advantage in that her presence
may have softened the relations with Montezuma. Díaz del Castillo explains that in one
diplomatic encounter, Doña Marina put Cortez’s message “in the most warm-hearted
manner” (1910:27). Later, Doña Marina’s words are described as comforting and kindly
(1910:131).
It is no secret that Doña Marina’s role included the deception, coercion, and
manipulation that is commonplace in colonial encounters, and while it is debatable to
what extent she acted by her own agency, her situation as an indigenous woman may
have put her in a place of advantage that could not have been enjoyed by Aguilar, as a
Spanish man. Similarly, the page Orteguilla may have had an advantage by being less
threatening due to his youth, and Díaz del Castillo notes that Montezuma “got to like him
very much” (1910:98). While a collaboration between three middle aged Spanish men
might have been redundant, the trio of Doña Marina, Aguilar, and Orteguilla involved
members with distinctly different characteristics to contribute. This group of interpreters
is another example of the way social and cultural dynamics of a given time and place are
reflected in translation practice, this time in the makeup of a team of translators. It also
offers an example of cross-cultural collaboration in a colonial translation scenario, unlike
the next case study which involves collaboration between colonizers. Significantly, both
examples end with victory for the colonizer.
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Moving to yet another continent for an additional historical case study, Sabine
Fenton and Paul Moon’s discussion of the translation of the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi in
New Zealand provides an interesting example of a situation that did not make use of
cross-cultural collaborative approaches. The Treaty has been controversial almost since
its inception, and has been a rallying point for protest movements even in recent decades
(43). According to Fenton and Moon, the translation of the Treaty of Waitangi took place
in the context of a world in which there was, from a European perspective, “nothing
wrong with a powerful nation simply walking in and taking over [a] country”. In this
context, the fact that a treaty was written and translated at all reflected a new sense of
“morality and ethics toward the rights of an indigenous people” (25). While this
newfound morality may have seemed generous at the time, it was functioning within a
context in which “conversion and colonization went hand in hand, with translation the
channel of both” (31).
The translator of the Treaty was Henry Williams, an Anglican missionary who
had many years of experience translating scriptures into Maori (32). Williams’ approach
to translation yielded a text whose Maori wording was ambiguous, and was more
successful at convincing Maori chiefs to agree to the treaty than it was at providing a
clear translation of the English. What could be viewed out of context as Williams’
incompetence in providing a clear translation may actually be a manifestation of the
missionary skillfully carrying out the job that he was assigned. Williams had received
orders from his superior, the Bishop of Australia, to “exercise his influence over the
chiefs”, inducing them to surrender to the Queen (30).

24

Armed with a clear agenda, Williams, assisted by his twenty-year-old son, set out
to translate a treaty between two cultures in a matter of a few hours. Perhaps because of
the time pressure, collaboration did take place, but it was not cross-cultural collaboration.
The result was that a complex and technical English text was translated into simplified
Maori. Williams used the same term, kawanatanga, ‘governance’ to translate concepts as
varied as “sovereign authority,” “civil government,” and “powers of sovereignty” (33).
Kawantanga was a term created by the missionaries in the course of Bible translation,
and was not the best word choice to convey the concept of sovereignty (34).
Fenton and Moon point out that the suggestion that the Maori did not understand
the concept of sovereignty and therefore had no equivalent term is wrong, noting that
“the Declaration of Independence, signed by thirty-four Maori chiefs in 1835 . . . is a
clear expression of the chiefs’ understanding and appreciation of their sovereignty over
New Zealand” (33). Not only was the concept of sovereignty understood, but the Maori
feel that the term mana, which was in common use in 1840, would have been a much
better term to convey the complex concept of sovereignty.
In 1869, the government, realizing the shortcomings of the 1840 translation,
commissioned a new translation of the Treaty of Waitangi (40). This second version did
make use of the term mana, among other changes, and eventually led to a view on the
part of Maori activists that their people had been robbed through a conspiracy in 1840,
but by the time of the re-translation, the damage had already been done. It is tempting to
blame Henry Williams for either incompetence or intentional manipulation, but, as
Fenton and Moon point out, “Williams was a product of his time, his religion, and the
prevailing ideology. His translation reflected all three” (41). Once again, we are reminded
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of the idea, discussed by Lefevere, that translation is a product of its environment and the
people therein (1985:237).
It is impossible to know whether an alternate word choice would ultimately have
made a difference in the Treaty of Waitangi, given the prevailing colonial power
dynamics. Based on Fenton and Moon’s assertion that the Maori feel that the term mana
would have been a better word choice, as mentioned above, we can see that indigenous
participants would have chosen different wording in some cases, had they been invited to
collaborate, and that it would have led to a clearer translation, but according to Fenton
and Moon, there is no record of an attempt having been made to include a native Maori
speaker in the translation of the Treaty (32). This lack of inclusion, although not
surprising given the context, is another example in which the prevailing sentiments of
those in power impact the translation process, from the level of a movement (colonialism)
to the level of a word, resulting in long-term effects for an entire nation. Fenton and
Moon summarize this situation as one of “the merely semantic transfer resulting in the
disempowerment of an indigenous nation,” and conclude that “this case study confirms
the view that translations reflect the imperatives of their context, their time, and their
culture” (41-42). They go on to cite Andre Lefevere as they conclude that, “Translators,
caught in a web of often contradictory relationships, will resolve the tensions according
to their understanding of their own position and role within their culture” (41).
I have chosen to include this specific historical event described by Fenton and
Moon both to illustrate some important concepts put forth by Lefevere, as discussed
above, and to give an example of the complex influences of collaboration and a lack
thereof in translation practice. The Treaty of Waitangi is an especially good depiction of
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the complexity of collaborative translation, in that it shows that not all collaboration is
equal. While Williams did collaborate with his son, his product might have been
significantly different if he had collaborated with a native Maori speaker.
Fenton and Moon’s example is one of many that illustrate that translation
practices can be seen as a scaled down version of the culture in which they take place.
Mainstream translation practices today echo our culture’s values of efficiency,
technology, and individuality, while examples from outside the mainstream tend to
reflect alternative values such as cooperation. The idea that translation reflects the social
and political contexts in which it takes place is certainly not a new concept, but it is
significant in relation to translation for social change movements: Rather than being a
product of their cultural surroundings, translators in social change movements can use
their ideals and practices to shape their surroundings, as Barbara Godard has alluded to.
An awareness of the way cultural values are reflected and manifested on all levels is part
of what I discuss in relation to holistic approaches, and part of the principle behind
prefigurative politics.
A holistic approach to translation is not only interesting theoretically; it is a
practical approach to building more powerful social movements. In the following chapter,
I use Our Bodies, Ourselves as an example of a holistic approach to translation, and in
subsequent chapters I will highlight ways in which other texts and translation projects
follow a similarly holistic approach.
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CHAPTER II
HOLISTIC APPROACHES TO TRANSLATION
The concept of holistic translation is one that has been discussed by several translation
scholars, including Doris Bachmann-Medick (36-37), Maria Tymoczko (2007: 233-248),
Christiane Nord (1-3) and David Katan (126), and has been defined in a variety of
sometimes conflicting ways. In this chapter, I review several definitions of holistic
translation, and offer my own interpretation based on examples from within and outside
of the field of translation studies.
Doris Bachmann-Medick criticizes the concept of holistic approaches to culture
and translation in “Meanings of Translation in Cultural Anthropology”. She points out
the limits of a holistic understanding of culture, but does not clearly define her use of the
term holistic. Bachmann-Medick seems to equate a “holistic understanding” with the
“territorially defined” and overly harmonious notion of “cultural understanding” (36) and
with an essentialist view on culture, which she finds to be restrictive (37). In regards to
transnational cultural anthropology, Bachmann-Medick views cultural translation as
“anti-holistic” which “shifts the notion of culture towards a dynamic concept of culture as
a practice of negotiating cultural differences, and of cultural overlap, syncretism and
creolization” (37).
Bachmann-Medick’s concept of holistic positions the term as part of an
essentialist perspective, which differs from the way I will use the term in the following
pages, as something that is inclusive but not restrictive. As I will discuss, there are
examples of holistic translation such as that of Our Bodies, Ourselves / Nuestros
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Cuerpos, Nuestras Vidas that do incorporate a dynamic concept of culture; the translation
of OBOS is not territorially defined; it is transnational; it allows for cultural overlap; and
it is the epitome of negotiation of cultural differences. Unlike Bachmann-Medick, I will
present the idea of holistic translation as very much a form of cultural translation.
Christiane Nord uses the term holistic in relation to functionalist approaches to
translation in her 1997 book Translation as a Purposeful Activity. Nord says that, “By
comparing the Skopos with the source-text functions before starting to translate,
translators should be able to locate the problems that will arise in the translating process.
They should thus be able to devise a holistic strategy for their solution” (14). While
Nord’s use of the term does have some parallels with other scholars’ use of the term in
relation to translation, she does propose holism as a strategy, while others view it instead
as an approach that could encompass a wide variety of strategies.
David Katan refers to holistic approaches several times in his in-depth
presentation of models and frames that help to teach translators to become cultural
mediators.5 Referring to Susan Bassnett’s belief that “translation must take place within a
framework of culture”, Katan says that “This holistic or global approach to translation
does not mean that a cultural mediator can disregard ‘the text’ itself. A successful
mediator must be consciously aware of the importance of both text and context, which
means both the words and the implied frames” (126). As I will discuss below, holism
incorporates both text and context in the process of translation, just as holistic health
considers mental, emotional and physical wellbeing in its approach to healing.

For more examples of Katan’s use of holistic, see pages 124, 125, 126, 168, 176, 186 of Translating
Cultures.
5
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Maria Tymoczko in Enlarging Translation, Empowering Translators explains
that she uses the term holistic “differently from Doris Bachmann-Medick.” Tymoczko’s
use of the term holistic is similar to holism in the context of education or medicine,
meaning that the approach takes into account all aspects of its subject – holistic education
looks at more than the mind of a student, and holistic healthcare looks at more than the
body of a patient. Similarly, holistic approaches to translation involve “…the entire scope
of cultural underpinnings that come into play in the specific source text being translated .
. . beginning by taking a written inventory of the cultural fields in question that are
relevant to the text being translated” (233-234). Tymoczko calls for a more holistic way
of conceptualizing cultural translation, one that moves beyond current paradigms and
examines “underlying systemic disparities of culture” (233).

Our Bodies, Ourselves and Nuestros Cuerpos, Nuestras Vidas
OBOS is an excellent example of a holistic and collaborative approach to translation, and
of activism through so-called amateur translation. During our interview, Judy Norsigian
and Ester Shapiro explained that OBOS was written by a group of feminists who were not
health professionals; they were simply passionate about women’s health and inspired to
share their knowledge with others. Continuing in the spirit of the original writing, the
thirty translations of OBOS have been done by feminist groups, most often made up of
women who are not professional translators but believe strongly in sharing its message
with women in their communities (Davis 51). The English edition of OBOS has sold over
four million copies in the U.S. through nine editions. According to Shapiro, the book was
a best-seller in the U.S. throughout the 1970s. It is recognized as “one of the most
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influential texts of the 20th century for its impact on women’s health and gender studies”,
and was important in making the connection between gender equity and health outcomes
(20). In The Making of Our Bodies, Ourselves: How Feminism Travels Across Borders,
Kathy Davis, a senior researcher at the Research Institute for History and Culture at
Utrecht University in the Netherlands, reports that OBOS is one of the most translated
feminist texts of all time (5).
The first Spanish edition of OBOS came out in 1977 under the title Nuestros
Cuerpos, Nuestras Vidas (NCNV), and was reprinted in 1979. This version of NCNV was
a direct translation done by Raquel Scherr-Salgado and Leonor Taboada. In some
respects, the 1977 and 1979 editions were a great success, selling a total of more than
50,000 copies, but many people were unhappy with the quality of the translation (Shapiro
2013:21). One complaint from Spanish speaking readers was that it only paid lip service
to Latinas. For example, the text, according to Davis, was originally written from a
“white woman’s view”, and then translated directly, with photos of Latina women being
added to the text to make it look more “Latina” (65). While the book was translated and
distributed with relative success in the 1970s-1980s, there was still considerable room for
improvement.
The initiative for this improvement came in 1990 when a group of women at a
feminist gathering in Argentina requested a collaborative translation/adaptation of NCNV.
No single Latin American women’s group had the resources to undertake such a project,
so they asked whether the Boston-based group would coordinate the endeavor. This
edition of NCNV finally came out in 2000, after ten years of translation, adaptation and
collaboration (Shapiro 2013:21).
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Ester Shapiro, who oversaw the 2000 translation of NCNV, analyzes the textual
and political strategies involved in translating and culturally adapting OBOS for Latin
American, Caribbean and U.S. Latina women in her 2013 article “Translating Latin
American/US Latina Frameworks”. She explains that NCNV was “revised at multiple
levels to reflect different cultural/sociopolitical assumptions connecting individual
knowledge, community-based and transnational activist organizations, and strategic
social change” (19). In addition to directly translating the text from English into Spanish,
the translators re-arranged the order of the chapters, wrote new introductions, added
testimonials and sidebars that did not exist in the original, and adapted the language of
the text to reflect different cultural values and priorities relating to health, as will be
discussed below.
Shapiro explains that the 2000 edition of NCNV was a “trialogue” between the
Boston Women’s Health Book Collective, U.S. Latinas, and Latinas outside the U.S.
Over 30 Latin American and Caribbean feminist and women’s health groups participated
in the project, along with a diverse group of Boston Latinas (2013:23). Shapiro based this
collaborative translation approach on Paolo Freire’s “participatory education as a
community-engaged health education model bridging OBOS’s methods with approaches
to health education for social change widely used in Latin American/Caribbean settings”
(2013:21). Without delving into the specifics of Freire’s model, it is notable that the
model is in itself a holistic approach that acknowledges the many cultural, social and
economic as well as physical factors that impact health.
From a holistic point of view, creating lasting social change involves changing the
language that is used to talk about the movement itself, and changing the approach to
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writing and translating those words. Holistic approaches to translation require that the
movement’s values be exemplified on every level, from personal and professional, to
political and global, from word choice to training methods. The translation and adaptation
of OBOS / NCN) offers an excellent example of the type of holistic approach to
translation that Tymoczko discusses. Tymoczko points out that most translation discourse
still focuses on material culture and behavior, only paying lip service to the “notion that
culture goes far beyond such manifestations” (225). Kathy Davis points out that the 2000
edition of NCNV goes beyond lip service in that it attempts to adapt to the complex and
varied cultures of the target audience, rather than just adding photos of Latinas. I would
add that NCNV goes even farther beyond lip service in the sense that it translates the
spirit of a movement.
When translations of OBOS began to be published in Western Europe and Asia in
the mid-1970s, the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective (BWHBC) realized that the
process of translation and the physical book itself, were taking shape in ways that
contradicted the spirit of the book and its movement. For example, translators in France
were being exploited, the cover image in Taiwan portrayed a scantily clad, “Westernized”
woman, and chapters on abortion, homosexuality and masturbation were cut (Davis 5964).
In response to these early abuses of the text, the BWBHC began to negotiate
contracts stipulating that only local feminist groups could translate OBOS. They
encouraged these groups to adapt the text to their local social, political and cultural
contexts. They also set guidelines stating that “no foreign adaptation could use the OBOS
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title if it did not include at least some part of every chapter of the original book”, to avoid
publishers cutting the chapters on topics like abortion or homosexuality (Davis 59).
The foreign editions of OBOS range from direct translations to adaptations and
rewritten versions of the text, in addition to several independent books that were strongly
influenced by or based on OBOS. The BWHBC actually encouraged foreign groups to
write their own books inspired by OBOS. Davis explains that very few of the foreign
books could be considered direct translations. In fact, she adds that direct translations
were done in cases where there were not enough resources for a full-fledged adaptation
(64). It is interesting to note that, contrary to a commonly held perception that “faithful”
translation is the goal, in the case of OBOS, a translation that was faithful at the level of
the text actually would not serve the aims of the movement as well as an adaptation or
rewriting. This raises the possibility of fidelity and authorship as a cultural value, rather
than a universal given. The collective nature of the original text shines through in the way
it was collaboratively translated, adapted and rewritten. The entire process surrounding
the translation of this book is based on empowerment, liberation, self-reflection, and a
collective approach that in itself translates the essence of the Boston Women’s Health
Book Collective’s mission.
Looking more specifically at the Spanish translation, NCNV, we see further
examples of this translation reflecting the movement itself. One of the ways in which
NCNV is different from its English counterpart is that it has an emphasis on a “relational
model” of ayuda mutua (mutual help), compared with an “individualistic model” of selfhelp in the source text.6 Another emphasis in the translation is that health information
focuses more on participatory health education and community outreach. In this
6

http://www.ourbodiesourselves.org/ncnv_compare/
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participatory education model, women were both teachers and students at once, the text
was designed to be read by groups of women, and there was an emphasis on the
connection between personal and local struggles and regional and global initiatives for
social change (Shapiro 2013:24)
The fact that the Our Bodies Ourselves website includes an entire page explaining
the differences between the source language text and the translation, with an emphasis on
the fact that it is a cultural adaptation, could be seen as an example of what Barbara
Godard calls womanhandling in “Theorizing Feminist Discourse/Translation”. According
to Godard:
The feminist translator . . . flaunts the signs of her manipulation of the text.
Womanhandling the text in translation would involve the replacement of the
modest, self-effacing translator. Taking her place would be an active participant
in the creation of meaning who advances a conditional analysis. Hers is a
continuing provisionality, aware of process, giving self-reflexive attention to
practices. The feminist translator immodestly flaunts her signature in italics, in
footnotes – even in a preface. (Godard 94)

Through their website, preface, footnotes, and their approach to translation in
general, the translators of NCNV shine a light on the ways in which they have changed
the book through the process of translation. They are aware of and proud of their process,
they are active participants in their creation of meaning, and, in the spirit of the source
text, they have gone well out of their way to solicit input and contributions from their
intended audience.
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OBOS was written, from the very beginning, by members of its own audience –
women who were not medical experts, but who wanted clear, accessible, accurate
information about their health. Throughout the English version are personal stories shared
by readers – everyday women who contributed pieces of their own experience – featured
like case studies and carrying a narrative of their own. In the process of creating a
Spanish edition, translators consulted with the Spanish speaking counterparts of the
readers who had contributed to the English book all along. In their cultural adaptation,
their decision to focus on a more relational model in the target text was informed by
extensive research and significant feedback. I learned from speaking with Maria Marmo
Skinner, the production editor and member of the translation team of the 2000 edition of
NCNV, that the translators in fact integrated feedback from over two dozen feminist
organizations in several Spanish speaking countries, making this translation an excellent
example of a holistic approach; by including the voices of so many women, this process
of translation models the collective process that was so key in the creation of the original
book, and whose bold, feminist approach mirrors the values of the movement.

Holistic Models Outside of Translation Studies
While holism has been mentioned from time to time in translation studies, and Tymoczko
lends some clarity and identifies a need for further study of holism, the concept has not
yet been explored in a comprehensive way in this field. In order to define the term
holistic in relation to translation, it is useful to draw on examples of the term in other
fields, following Tymoczko’s example. I will investigate holism in the context of
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agriculture, architecture, education and health,7 and identify salient traits of holism in
those areas. I hope that a deeper understanding of holism through a comparative study of
four other disciplines will clarify how holism might be applied in the context of
translation.
My survey of the holistic approaches that are at the core of many social
movements includes the fields of architecture, agriculture, health, and education. On the
cutting edge of architecture, for example, contextual design is a model that incorporates
fine-tuned details of woodworking, historical context, and a global awareness of
environmental sustainability. Similarly, the organic agriculture movement has put holistic
approaches on the agenda in the food industry, from nourishing soil microbes to cutting
dependence on fossil fuels and reducing global carbon emissions. Through taking a closer
look at holistic approaches in various disciplines, I have discovered several features that
they have in common, including: a wide range of space (local to global) and time
(connection to past and future); a strong sense of context within space and time; and a
tendency to be associated with larger movements (e.g. the environmental movement).
Holism includes a lens that can zoom in on small details at a micro-level, zoom out on the
big picture at a macro level, and integrate these levels in the process of creating,
designing, developing and problem-solving. Holistic approaches tend to incorporate
strategies from a variety of different cultures and from different time periods and places.
In researching holism in the above fields, I began to ask how or whether holistic
approaches to translation follow a similar pattern. Over the last thirty years, since the
cultural turn in translation studies, the field has taken a more holistic approach in many
7

My examples from agriculture, education and health come from my professional experience in these
fields. Examples from the field of architecture, were provided by Caleb Langer, in a phone interview on
5/1/14.
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ways. One shortcoming, though, is that translation studies has not integrated diverse
traditional methods into present day practice in the way that other fields have; sustainable
agriculture has re-introduced age-old practices such as grazing cattle, and grass fed beef
has become popular; contextual design in architecture has borrowed from ancient
practices such as using stone mass to regulate temperature in response to the demand for
improved energy efficiency; holistic healthcare incorporates traditional practices such as
yoga, which have become popular around the world. Translation studies, however, has
not overtly re-integrated or popularized traditional practices in a comparable way.
Organic farmers approach agriculture from a holistic point of view; their
processes of production and problem solving include micro-level factors such as soil
microbes as well as macro-level factors such as social justice and climate change. Rather
than spraying chemicals to deal with disease, organic farmers understand that nourishing
the soil helps plants to be strong, healthy and less vulnerable to disease. As part of this
process, an age-old practice such as allowing animals to pasture on farmland has the
double benefit of nourishing the soil with manure and providing animals with a healthy
environment in which they are less likely to become sick, thereby avoiding antibiotics. In
a holistic approach to farming, systems of well-nourished microbes help to maintain
human and environmental health on a global scale.
Conventional farmers depend on chemical fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides,
antibiotics and other substances, each addressing separate needs through a narrow and
unsustainable approach that leads to problems such as water contamination, erosion,
drought and chemical dependency. In contrast, organic farmers focus on nourishing the
soil; nutrient-rich soil yields healthy plants, addressing a myriad of problems at once.
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Maria Tymoczko addresses the problem of a linear, compartmentalized approach in
translation, which could be compared to conventional farming’s method of dealing with
pests, mold, waste, weeds and disease in a linear and compartmentalized way. Tymoczko
says, “Translation studies has generally approached representing culture in a linear
fashion, with translators being taught to direct their attention to specific locations in texts
where cultural problems are embodied in surface elements: unfamiliar words from
material culture, culture-bound symbols, alternate institutions” (2007:233). A holistic
approach to translation, such as that of OBOS, rejects the linear model, and instead views
the text as a whole. With this broad perspective, the values of women’s empowerment
may be privileged over specific features of material culture in the translation process; this
approach allows translators of OBOS to adapt and rewrite the text in a way that preserves
values such as empowerment while potentially abandoning discussion of a culturally
specific healthcare practice.
Architects who use principles of contextual design are approaching their work
from a holistic point of view. Taking cues from a site’s surroundings in a physical and
historical sense, they design buildings that relate to the natural, social and built
environment. While modernist approaches generate buildings that stand out from their
surroundings, creating disjointed and often unlivable neighborhoods, contextual design
brings the past to the future and creates both practical and aesthetically harmonious
spaces. Small details, like windows facing the street, make neighborhoods more
walkable. (Pedestrians feel unsafe walking on streets lined with windowless buildings.)
Walkability contributes to the social and economic vitality of a neighborhood, and
facilitates environmentally sustainable habits such as decreasing a community’s
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dependence on cars and fossil fuels. Similarly, drawing on the innovations of a time
before the “thermostat age”, holistic approaches are likely to incorporate architectural
elements of the past that allow for natural heating and cooling based on the local climate,
such as buildings surrounded by big open porches and windows allowing for air
circulation in the tropics. Designing from a regional and historical context increases
energy efficiency in ways that fit with a building’s surroundings.
Holistic approaches to both education and health consider the physical, mental,
emotional and spiritual aspects of a patient or student, in contrast with a typical approach
in which health is about the body and education is about the mind. They are also
informed by the past, embracing rather than rejecting traditional approaches. In a
historical context, the idea of education as a mandatory process that involves 180 days
per year learning from books in a classroom is a very recent concept. In past centuries,
educational models all over the world have included self-directed study, formal and
informal tutoring, apprenticeships, and what we now call “experiential learning”.
Holistic health mirrors many of the concepts outlined above in other fields. A
holistic response to widespread health problems such as heart disease or cancer would be,
first and foremost, prevention and health promotion, just as with holistic approaches to
crop health in agriculture. Holistic treatments for disease may include stress reduction,
nutrition, and exercise as well as allopathic medicines, and may also address factors that
contribute to these diseases, such as smoking or obesity. A holistic practitioner would
take into consideration mental and emotional issues that may contribute to a smoking
habit or a lack of exercise, and may suggest therapy for issues such as depression or
anxiety, addressing psychological factors that contribute to the physical disease.
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Healthy lifestyle choices, like healthy farming practices, address a myriad of
medical problems at once. Like organic agriculture and contextual design in architecture,
holistic health makes use of a broad range of strategies, building on historical practices
and integrating techniques from around the world, rather than rejecting the wisdom of all
other places and times in favor of a narrow “Western” approach. Holistic health is
inclusive and may incorporate strategies ranging from acupuncture to nutrition to life
coaching; holistic approaches to architecture may involve specific strategies as diverse as
straw bale construction, solar energy, historic preservation, and adaptive re-use, but
holism is not a strategy in and of itself. Similarly, Tymoczko explains that “a holistic
approach to cultural translation is a foundation for developing a translation strategy that
shapes the cultural representations, transmission, and transculturations of the target text,
not the strategy itself” (250). A translator, then, may begin a project by looking at the
translation of culture from a holistic point of view, and then proceed to develop a specific
strategy; the holistic approach is antecedent to the strategy.
One example of a holistic approach that is not necessarily a holistic strategy is the
BWHBC’s focus on collective authorship. Individual authorship is a culturally relative
concept, as we have seen already in Trivedi’s examples from India and Lefevere’s
examples from Africa, but although it is not specifically a holistic strategy, it may be a
strategy used as part of a holistic approach. While the Boston Women’s Health Book
Collective was likely not intentionally taking cues from ancient Indian translation
practices, their practice of encouraging women around the world to adapt and rewrite
OBOS for their own cultures, and the spirit of collective authorship that they conveyed
through that practice, is consistent with many aspects of holism. For one thing, the
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original English text of OBOS was written collectively, so collective translation strategy
is a holistic choice. In addition, as observed above, holistic approaches tend to be open to
techniques from different places and times. In the same way that holistic health may
incorporate ayurvedic medicine, the translation of OBOS echoes Trivedi’s example of
Sanskrit texts being rewritten and considered originals. On the surface, OBOS is almost
opposite of Trivedi’s scenario (OBOS is rewritten and called a translation), but the
sentiment that the Western concepts of original and translation are not universal still
applies, and this holistic approach integrates collective values that are seen in the above
cross-cultural and historical examples.

Translation at the Level of a Movement
J.C. Catford’s explanation of the different levels of translation, from grammar and lexis
to substance and context, allows for more flexibility in our thinking about translation than
some of the theorists who came before him, but there is still room to push Catford’s
theories to a new level. With the example of OBOS and the idea of a holistic approach to
translation, I would like to suggest that translation can take place on a larger level than
those that Catford outlined. To me, OBOS is an example of translation on the level of a
movement. In the context of a text that grew out of the feminist movement of the 1960s a text whose message is, above all, one of women’s empowerment and liberation - the
way in which it has been translated is itself a translation of the message of the movement
it promotes. There could be no more fitting way to translate such a text than to freely
allow women around the world to adapt and rewrite it in ways that reflect their own
social, cultural and political context.
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I would like to suggest that translation on the level of a movement is one of the
characteristics of a holistic approach. Any other approach might successfully translate the
words, the sentences and the text, but fail to capture the power of the movement.
Borrowing a concept from architecture and design, consider the green building
certification, LEED (Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design), compared with
contextual design, which is a more holistic approach. LEED’s green building movement,
with roots in the environmental movement, addresses issues of energy efficiency,
renewable energy, water efficiency, environmentally preferable building materials, waste
reduction, toxics reduction and sustainable development.8 While LEED certification is a
huge step toward environmental sustainability, it is not a holistic system, and does not
necessarily carry across or integrate the goals of the movement into its practices.
In contrast with contextual design, in which a building is designed in connection
with its historical context and physical surroundings, a LEED certified building may be
built anywhere, and may look like anything. Setting aside LEED’s lack of aesthetic
continuity, consider the example of the Trustees of Reservations’ LEED-certified office
building located in Central Massachusetts in a suburban office park that is only accessible
by highway. In contrast to the earlier example of a building designed for walkability, this
environmentally progressive building is situated in a context that only facilitates
drivability. The irony is that both LEED and the Trustees of Reservations have missions
involving environmental protection, and yet this building is contributing to car culture
and the continued consumption of fossil fuels. Unfortunately, LEED takes such a narrow
picture of its mission that it may ultimately fail to deliver on its promises to its own
mission and movement.
8

epa.gov/greenbuilding
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The holistic approach employed in the translation of OBOS abandons the common
dualities and hierarchies imposed by many translation scholars, and addresses issues on
multiple levels at once. Just as a holistic approach to health would address a health
problem on all levels (physical, mental, emotional, etc.), a holistic approach to translation
would consider a text from all levels (grammar, lexis, phonology, etc.), although the
specific strategies employed may vary. For example, a healthcare practitioner may use
acupuncture as one strategy, while another may use homeopathy. Similarly, translators in
different places or from different backgrounds may adapt their translation strategy
depending on their own traditions, goals and context; one group may choose to foreignize
their version of OBOS, while others may domesticate it, but both would fall under the
umbrella of holistic translation.
Just as holistic health incorporates ancient practices such as yoga from India and
holistic approaches to architecture make use of cob building techniques that may have
originated in the Middle East before recorded history, holistic translation may also be
able to draw on ancient techniques or philosophies that have fallen from mainstream use.
Several overviews of translation history have already been written, but not with the
specific aim of integrating holistic perspectives.
One strong characteristic of holistic approaches is that they draw on systems and
strategies from all over the world, including cultures and traditions that are little-known
or unrecognized by mainstream Western society. Some non-European examples include
Trivedi’s discussion of ancient Indian attitudes toward translation, originals and
authorship (mentioned above), or examples of team approaches to translation that have
been used in translating Buddhist scriptures in China, which will be discussed in Chapter
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3. While these examples from Asia may seem unrelated to the work of an American
feminist group, the collaborative process of adaptation and rewriting that is modeled by
the translations of OBOS is actually very similar to some of these examples from other
places and times. My hope is that a deeper study of translations of the past, from ancient
China to the feminist movement of the 20th century, will help to inform future holistic
approaches to translation.
One aim of this research is to show that a parallel can actually be drawn between
holistic approaches in translation and those in other fields. While holistic approaches can
take many different forms, the specific example that I focus on here involves
collaborative translation, as an approach that draws on a range of rich and established
traditions from many different cultures and time periods. Collaboration is already
happening in translation on a regular basis, both formally and informally, in the
mainstream and on the fringe of the field, and it has been taking place for thousands of
years. The following chapter will examine both historical examples and present day case
studies from the periphery of the field of translation.
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CHAPTER III
COLLABORATIVE TRANSLATION
A holistic approach calls for a more in-depth look at translation from other times and
places, and a consideration of translation taking place outside the mainstream. In
response, this chapter will examine both contemporary and historical examples in which
groups of people collaborated to translate a variety of literature, from sacred texts, such
as Buddhist scriptures and the Bible, to modern-day publications that promote social
movements. Although not all holistic approaches necessarily involve collaboration,
collaborative translation is one traditional practice that can be replicated as part of a
holistic approach to social change, especially in cases where collaboration or cooperation
is one of the values of the movement. This chapter will begin with some present day case
studies involving collaborative translation for social change on both a local and global
level, followed by historical examples from around the world.
Before launching into specific examples of collaboration in translation, it is
important to define how the term collaboration is being used in this context. As I have
suggested, all published works are a collaboration, in the sense that an author and editor
are working together; almost nothing is published without a second set of eyes skimming
the pages and another mind giving input. And on an informal level, how many translators
have not occasionally asked a friend or colleague for input on a translation problem? In
contrast, there are some publications that involve much more active collaboration, with
multiple authors or even teams of translators working together. It could be said that the
more people involved, and the more their work actually overlaps (for example, multiple
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people writing the same chapter, rather than submitting separate chapters to be printed
within the same edition), the more their work is a collaboration. This perspective on
translation is consistent with my view of collaboration taking place on a broad spectrum,
from minimally to highly collaborative.
Another question to be raised here is whether increased levels of collaboration
yield higher quality translations. For example, in many cases translators are only
members of one or the other culture – either the culture of the source language or the
target language, and usually of the target language. Therefore, consulting or collaborating
with a native speaker of the other language could make for a more culturally
representative translation. This general assertion, however, can be complicated by factors
such as time, money, and other difficulties associated with collaborative projects, which
will be explored later.

Collaborative Translation for South American Social Movements
The work of Antonia Carcelén-Estrada, a translator and translation scholar who teaches at
the College of the Holy Cross, offers a case study involving collaborative approaches to
translation for social change in the context of indigenous movements in Ecuador. In an
interview that I conducted on 3/13/15, Carcelén-Estrada began by pointing out that
translating the Bible and other classic Western texts has saved indigenous languages from
extinction and put them on the map. Carcelén-Estrada noted that Cervantes, Shakespeare,
and the Bible have all been used to solidify and perpetuate minority languages, and
explained that she is presently facilitating a collaborative international project to translate
Don Quixote into Kichwa. Although Carcelén-Estrada herself is not a native speaker of
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Kichwa, she is working closely with Lucía Rosero, a native speaker from northern
Ecuador. The two women collaborate with Kichwa speakers from different regions of
Ecuador as part of an indigenous movement based on the Catalan model of preserving
and promoting traditional languages.
Carcelén-Estrada’s Don Quixote project could be seen as holistic in a number of
ways, most notably in that it is an example of a translation project that is intentionally
informed by a historical model. According to Carcelén-Estrada, Kichwa and Catalan have
a common and intertwining history: Both languages have been “subjugated to Spanish
through colonialism and conquest” (2012:11). The successful movement for the recovery
and preservation of Catalan in the late 19th century included the publication of a
newspaper, followed by a dictionary, and then the translation of works of Shakespeare
and Cervantes, as well as the Bible (2012:15-16). Carcelén-Estrada’s project follows the
lead of this successful movement, drawing on a historical model as do holistic approaches
in other fields such as architecture.
While Carcelén-Estrada readily admits to the fact that translating collaboratively
is a time consuming process, she is adamant that the process is worthwhile, because it
produces a more creative, polished and overall higher quality product. She explains that
collaboration enables the translators to consider and choose words with care, picking up
on subtleties of language and culture, discussing controversies until a consensus is
reached, producing results that everyone can feel proud of. Although Carcelén-Estrada
and Rosero met in Barcelona, they have continued their work on this side of the Atlantic
from two separate continents, conducting virtual meetings on a regular basis with help
from internet-based platforms. Their meetings often involve several collaborators on one
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or both ends of the conversation considering, debating, experimenting, and eventually
creating a translation together.
Carcelén-Estrada’s attitude toward her process and product echoes the beliefs of
many collaborative Bible translators, as we will see below, that translating
collaboratively yields a higher quality product, and a process that includes native
speakers of both the source and target text is part of what creates these superior results.
One drawback of this in-depth collaborative process, however, is that, like Nuestros
Cuerpos, Nuestras Vidas, Carcelén-Estrada’s project is not highly efficient with respect
to time: it has taken place over the course of many years.
Collaborative translation does not necessarily have to take extra time, however. In
fact team translation is sometimes used to increase efficiency. In “Growing Agency: The
labors of political translation”, Brazilian scholar and translator Else R. P. Vieira discusses
her experience leading a team of translators working under a strict deadline on an
English-Portuguese translation of a controversial text on the history of Brazil. It is
important to note that it is not the presence of lack of collaboration that impacts the
efficiency of a project, as much as the specific collaborative strategy employed. For
example, a strategy that involves routine team discussion of individual words, as does
Carcelén-Estrada’s intensely collaborative project, will take longer than a divide-andconquer approach in which different translators take on different chapters and then work
independently.
The context in which Vieira’s translation was undertaken is particularly relevant
here, as the project took place between the fall of 1980 and the spring of 1981 in Brazil, a
time when the country had experienced 16 years of a dictatorship that had repressed
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much of its history. Even more importantly, the tight deadline for the project was a result
of the publisher wanting the book to be released on March 31, the anniversary of the coup
that had led to the dictatorship. Vieira’s project became a team effort specifically in
response to the need to translate the text before that date (Vieira 211-212).
Vieira’s team included four other members: three translators (hand-picked by
Vieira), as well as the author of the text, René Dreifuss, who provided terminological
expertise for the translators in the area of political science. Vieira notes that under normal
circumstances, a translator would have time to study up on specialized terms herself, but
under the circumstances it was more efficient to enlist the author’s expertise (213).
Another factor at play in Vieira’s example, which is typical of translation for
social movements, was her team’s dedication to the larger movement which was taking
place at the time. As Vieira notes, “Enthusiasm is a heavy drug” and as they worked, she
and her team “shared the unspoken conviction that a country has the right to know its
own history”. Fueled by this conviction, the team undertook a risky project under strained
circumstances at a time of political unrest. Despite the personal risk, Vieira recalls that
“each sentence that we translated was a renewed challenge to the official history we had
been swallowing for 16 years.” During the translation process, the excitement that she
had experienced when she took on the project was taken up by the entire team (219).
From missionary translators of religious texts to activists working for economic
justice, translators within social movements demonstrate a unique level of devotion to
and inspiration from the cause that they are working for. Although this contagious
enthusiasm is not necessarily unique to team translation projects, collaboration with likeminded translators undoubtedly helps both to fuel such excitement and to navigate the
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inevitable challenges of working on projects that seek to change society where the level
of personal risk is high.

Collaborative Translation Traditions in China
While Vieira and Carcelén-Estrada’s collaborative translation projects take place at the
cutting edge of modern social movements, collaborative approaches to translation have
been taking place for millennia. The most readily available examples of collaborative
translation in ancient times are in the translation of religious texts. Formal interpreting in
China dates possibly to the Xia dynasty of the 3rd millennium B.C.E. (Noss 9). Martha
Cheung shares an early example of collaboration in interpreting in an excerpt called
“Ancient Record of Interpreting Activities” from “Jiahe” in her collection An Anthology
of Chinese Discourse on Translation. The story recounts an incident in 1105 B.C.E. in
which an envoy from Yuechang arrived with three xiáng (interpreters in charge of
communicating with the regions of the south), who “interpreted in relay to present the
rare gift of a white pheasant. The envoy said, ‘. . . To overcome the language problems
encountered along the way, several yí [interpreters in charge of communicating with the
regions of the north] have been sent to accompany your humble servant . . . ’” (48). This
tale of relay interpreting, however diluted through the centuries, indicates a long history
of cooperation in interpreting.
China also has a long tradition of collaborative translation of Buddhist texts, with
surviving examples dating to the 2nd century B.C.E. According to Lin Kenan, translation
has played an important role in promoting social change in China for thousands of years
(161). A typical translation period took place in four different stages: “First, a foreign
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monk would recite the scriptures; as he did this, a native speaker of the target language
translated orally into Chinese; next, a scribe wrote a draft of the script; and lastly, a stylist
polished and finalized the text”. The exact roles and process of team translation varied
slightly over the thousands of years during which it was practiced, but generally in the
case of sutra translation, the sutra expert was in charge, whether he was bilingual or not,
and he had assistants whose roles included oral translation, raising theological issues, and
checking philological and stylistic problems (Hung 151). Overall, team translation in
China followed a relatively similar structure up until the early 20th century, and even in
the last decade of the century a range of texts, from United Nations documents to Ulysses
were translated by teams, following in the tradition of Buddhist scriptural translation
(Kenan 161-162).
According to Cheung, team translation initially involved three to four translators,
but eventually grew in scale, with the largest ones involving hundreds – and at times even
thousands – of collaborators, the majority of whom were lay people. The story of Xuan
Zang, included in Cheung’s anthology, dates from around 705-710 C.E., and explains
that in the “earliest times” the first step in the process of translation was to transmit the
sutras orally, and then write them down in the source language, followed by a translation
into Chinese. The eighth century writer quoted by Cheung claims that the translator Xuan
Zang did not follow this process, but instead carried out the entire task of interpreting the
meaning and rendering the text into Chinese himself. Although Xuan Zang is written
about even in reputable modern translation histories (Sin-Wai and Pollard, 375) as if he
translated independently, Cheung discounts this claim, explaining that although Xuan
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Zang, unlike many other translators, was proficient in both Sanskrit and Chinese, he
actually maintained a team of many assistants. By the time of Xuan Zang:
…the Translation Assemblies had become gatherings of specialists and experts,
numbering from twenty to twenty-two, rather than . . . gatherings ranging from a
few hundred to two thousand or more people, laymen as well as monk-translators,
and serving the function not only of translating but also of adjudicating
conflicting interpretations, publicly responding to questions about the meaning of
the sutra being translated, dispelling controversies, and converting lay people
(168).
Public discussions were held to consider the problems faced by translation teams, and as
Cheung says, “To translate was to perform. To perform was to attend to the audience’s
expectations, stimulate the working of their auditory imagination, and reach them through
the sound of words and the rhythm of recitation. To perform was also to attend to the
performative potential inherent in the source” (90).9
Translation as a collective, public event is thus not only a matter of the translation
of words or ideas on a page; the act of translating is in itself a translation of a culture. In
the same sense that the translation process of Our Bodies, Ourselves captures the spirit of
a movement, it is possible that team translation in China reflected aspects of the culture in
which it took place. But while the idea of cooperation between source- and target9

Cheung’s rich description of team translation as public performance not only conveys a lively
sense of the event, but it is reminiscent of the public nature of so many events from other places and other
times. To this day, routine chores and major life events that are often private matters in the U.S., for
example, take place in public forums in many parts of the world. In some communities women gather in a
public square or on the banks of a river to do laundry together while in the U.S. such practices are frowned
upon, as the expression “airing dirty laundry” in public suggests, implying that both one’s dirty clothes and
one’s personal affairs ought to be kept private. While laundry, as well as illness, death, and the cremation
of dead bodies are thought of as private affairs in some places, they are decidedly public in others. The idea
of translation as a public affair is similarly culturally relative.
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language speakers in ancient China may seem like an idyllic form of cultural exchange,
Eva Hung suggests that one reason for this collaboration may have originally been a
general disinterest in learning about foreign cultures. According to Hung, “The Chinese
had better things to do than to learn foreign languages” (73). As in Feinstein and FloresHeagney’s example of the interpreter enabling monolingualism in a community meeting,
collaborative translation in ancient China actually helped to perpetuate a monolingual
culture.
Hung describes two distinctly different forms of translation in China: that used by
the government career translators, and that of the cultural translators. While the
government translators were mostly bilingual, worked independently, and followed
approved methods that promoted goals within the hierarchy, the Chinese cultural
translators were mostly monolingual, worked collaboratively or in teams, were free to use
innovative methods, and promoted knowledge that was new to the culture (73). These
translators could be seen as promoting social change rather than the status quo. It may
seem strange or impossible that a “translator” would be monolingual, but in the case of
the Chinese translation teams, the person in charge of the team was considered the
translator; the actual bilingual work was done by an interpreter (85).
Over the last two thousand years, China has experienced two major cultural
translation movements: first the importation of Buddhism from India between the first
and ninth centuries, and more recently the importation of “Western learning” from
Europe and Asia from the 16th century to the present (Hung 83). Like the Hebrew
scriptures of the Targumim discussed below, many Buddhist scriptures were passed along
orally before reaching China and being written down. Some of the early translators were
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foreigners who had learned Chinese as adults, and their work is considered rough, despite
the assistance of Chinese disciples. In fact, Hung says, these early translations “would not
have been easily comprehensible when unaccompanied by the master’s oral explication”
(86). Hung also points out the significant level of cultural interaction between the more
oral Indian tradition and the written tradition of China. This blend of cultures to create an
effective social movement echoes the holistic models discussed earlier.
The next generation of translators were still of Central Asian descent, but had
grown up in China, and therefore had much higher levels of bilingualism and
biculturalism. As a result, their translations were more refined (86). This is interesting to
note as it demonstrates that although translation can take place effectively with a team of
people who represent two cultures but are not highly fluent in each other’s language or
culture, Hung is clear that higher levels of bilingualism and biculturalism resulted in
higher quality translations. Still, this new generation of translators continued to
collaborate. Hung points out that one such translator, Dharmaraksa of Dunhuang, “had
moved beyond the mere necessity of crossing basic language barriers toward the creation
of a space in the host culture where theological accuracy could be complemented by
appropriate use of language. . . [T]he result achieved by Dharmaraksa illustrates both the
effectiveness of his approach and the quality of his work” (87).
These demonstrations of the importance of different roles in the translation
process beyond linguistic translation can be compared to the Boston Women’s Health
Book Collective’s translation process with NCNV; while one “professional” translated the
text itself into Spanish for the 1977 edition, an entire team of women were involved in
the cultural adaptation of the Spanish version that came out in 2000. The contribution of

55

this team is what set the 2000 edition of NCNV apart from the earlier editions, which
were translated by an individual at the level of words and text, not culturally adapted by a
team at the level of the movement.
Significantly, the next generation of translators in China included scholars of
Chinese descent, who traveled to Central Asia themselves in search of sutras. This
Chinese participation, according to Hung, illustrates the success of translation work in
generating Chinese interest in another culture (87), and raises the question of whether this
same level of interest in other cultures could take place among English speakers in the
future. During this highly collaborative period in Chinese history, Central Asians,
Indians, and Chinese joined forces, pushing sutra translation to new heights (88),
providing an important model of how increased collaboration can help to switch social
movements into high gear and promote more rapid social and cultural change.
The second wave of translation in China, from the 16th century onwards, was
linked to the work of European missionaries, although a significant percentage of the
texts translated were not religious texts, but included texts on science, world history,
geography, politics, and economics (Hung 92-93). Up until the 20th century, team
translation continued to be the norm, although the makeup of those teams varied. In the
late 19th and early 20th centuries, there was an increase in the participation of nongovernmental, local Chinese translators. During the same time, interest in the translation
of fiction gained popularity. These developments meant that the Chinese were less
dependent on foreign translators, as the type of text being translated no longer required
the contribution of a foreigner’s interpretation the way religious or scientific texts had
(94-95). Coinciding with a lack of need for foreign translators, collaborative translation
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as a common practice came to an end in the early 20th century. While this does not mean
that the practice of collaborative translation was entirely wiped out, the model of a
bilingual translator working alone became the norm in China (96).
In the response to my earlier call for integrating traditional approaches in present
day translation for social movements, it is significant to note that some translators of
Buddhist texts today are intentionally following traditional collaborative models. In his
paper “Buddhist Sutra Translation: The Persistent Lacuna Between Word and Meaning”,
Joseph Keady explains that when the Buddhist Text Translation Society (BTTS) was
founded in California in 1970, their leader, Master Hua, envisioned that their translation
process should follow the approach taken by the ancient sutra translators. This involved
the entire group working on the same text simultaneously, and required that the project be
done by consensus. According to legend, the translators of the past had worked in groups
by the thousands without a single disagreement (Keady 11).
In practice, the 1970s team found this ideal difficult to live up to. Eventually they
gave up on their overly idealistic original model, and the group was divided into four
smaller committees, and “translations became sequential instead of simultaneous” (Keady
11). While this process was a variation on the traditional method, it maintained a
resemblance to the traditional process, and still involved collaborations between native
speakers of both the source and receptor languages. As time went by, the new process
came to include transcription of oral readings of the text, and even some simultaneous
work within committees. According to Keady, “What the BTTS rediscovered through
that process… Was not simply a methodology that its founder had come to idealize but
rather a very old process that had once thrived in China” (12).
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Although the BTTS had reached a point of rejecting traditional practices, many of
those practices were eventually re-integrated, and today their work reflects the ancient
sutra translation process in many ways. Their work not only aims to uphold Buddhist
teachings, but integrates historical approaches in its daily practice, as do many holistic
practices in other fields. In addition, while I noted in my introduction that it would be
difficult to determine whether ancient Chinese team translation integrated Buddhist
principles, it is clear that for members of the BTTS, the process of translation is part of
their daily monastic practice, so it could be claimed that they do take an integrated and
holistic approach to their translation process.

Collaborative translations and the Bible
The collaborative process of translating Buddhist texts can be compared with the Midrash
in Rabbinic Judaism, in which the rabbis interpret Jewish law and the Bible. In the
Christian tradition, the Bible has sometimes been translated by groups of missionaries
without collaborating directly with members of the target audience, but in many cases
there have been high levels of collaboration. In the Judeo-Christian world, translation is
discussed in the Bible itself, with examples such as Joseph speaking to his brothers
through an interpreter, enabling Joseph not to reveal his identity to them, as told in Gen
42:23. The act of translating the Bible, and especially the act of translating it
collaboratively, could be considered translation at the level of a movement, just as I have
outlined in relation to OBOS. While there are plenty of controversies over the ethics and
epistemologies of Bible translation, the idea of translating the Bible could be seen as a
reflection of the book’s message. According to Daud Soesilo:
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Bible translation into indigenous languages is the very manifestation of the
mission of the church. Just as Jesus Christ, the living Word of God, became a
human being and lived with the people he served, the written Word has been
translated for the peoples in a fully human context both linguistically and
culturally. Thus, in a sense, Bible translation is always the re-enactment of the
incarnation. Not only do peoples read, understand, and respond to the biblical
communication from their cultural perspectives, God’s living Word engages,
judges, and transforms the cultures, lives, and destiny of the readers (181).
Adding to Soesilo’s insight, I would suggest that collaborative translation is a
particularly appropriate approach which reflects the nature of the book and its authors:
The Bible is made up of many stories within many books, told, retold, and eventually
written down and later revised by many, many different people, resulting in a variety of
voices and textures throughout the book. Similarly, the missionary community that has
dedicated themselves to the movement – the spread of Christianity – is a group that, as
noted earlier, lives, studies, and worships together, so to translate together is an extension
of a movement that has covered the world with its message.
Collaborative approaches to translating the Bible started early on. The Targumim
is an important early translation of the Bible from Hebrew into Aramaic. It started as an
oral translation, with an interpreter paraphrasing verse by verse, and began to be written
down around the 2nd century B.C.E. These translations tended to include explanations
about the text along with the translation, which is a tradition that continues to this day. As
fewer and fewer people were able to understand Hebrew, synagogal worship began to
include the practice of a meturgeman, or simultaneous interpreter, giving the meaning of
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the Scriptural readings in Aramaic, in a softer voice, from memory. Eventually these oral
translations were written down and became known as Targumim (Burke 76). This early
method of translation is especially noteworthy in that it bears a resemblance to the early
oral-to-written translation of Buddhist scriptures described above. Over the centuries, the
Bible has most often been read in translation, and those translations, from the earliest
examples such as the Targumim and the Septuagint, to influential later versions such as
the Vulgate and the Luther Bible, have almost always involved some level of
collaboration.
Even in the earliest days of Bible translation, people were collaborating in their
translations of the Judaic scriptures. The Septuagint or LXX was the first major
translation of the Bible, started around the third century B.C.E., and was a translation of
the original Hebrew into Greek for Jews in Alexandria (Noss 4). The Septuagint was an
important event in the history of Bible translation, not only because it was the first, but
because it set a precedent for scriptures to be translated into the “language of the people”
(Noss 60).
According to the story told by the Letter of Aristeas, the Septuagint translation
was done in 72 days by 72 scholars made up of six members from each of the twelve
tribes of Israel, who collaborated in order for the translation to represent all Jews; a later
telling of the story says that the 72 translators were sequestered on an island and divided
into 36 pairs (Noss 61). Although there is no evidence for this claim, it is likely that some
group of translators collaborated on the project. According to a rabbinic tradition, the
Septuagint translation was done by five Jewish elders (63). Whether or not the
collaboration actually consisted of a full 72 translators, the idea of the twelve tribes of
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Israel reaching consensus on their groundbreaking translation is a legend that represents
ideals, priorities, and intentions surrounding early Bible translation, and implies that such
a collaborative approach to translation was believed by the people who perpetuated the
myth to be the best way to create high-quality results.
One complaint that some in-depth readers of the Septuagint may have is that the
text differs in “both stylistic and translational aspects”, and is sometimes viewed as an
anthology of translations (Burke 65). Some of these differing approaches in translation
may be due to intentional choices on the part of the translator. For example, it was
customary for judicial and commercial documents to be translated with more of a literal
approach, while literature was translated with a sense-for-sense approach, so certain parts
of the Bible, such as Judges, Psalms, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, and Chronicles have
often been translated more literally than other parts such as Job, Proverbs, and Isaiah
(Burke 68). It is likely, however, that some of the difference in style within the
Septuagint is due to its multiple translators. Burke shares the example of the book of
Ezekiel in the Septuagint, in which the stylistic differences are so great that some
scholars believe it to have been translated by three different translators (65).
It could be said that Bible translation is by necessity a collaborative endeavor
because of the length of the text; it could be more than a lifetime’s worth of work for any
individual to translate the Bible in its entirety, especially in the days before computeraided translation tools. Some translators have died before completing the project of
translating the Bible, and their work has been continued by others. Whether completing
another person’s translation after their death can truly be considered collaboration is
debatable, but the fact remains that the Bible is not an easy text to translate single-
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handedly. According to David Burke, Jerome’s work translating the Hebrew Bible into
Latin, the Vulgate, in the fourth century is seen as unique among ancient Bible
translations in that it was the work of a single person (Burke 88), whereas collaboration
was more the norm. Burke himself admits, however, that Jerome’s own work involved
mostly the Old Testament and the New Testament Gospels, while the rest of the NT and
deuterocanonical books were most likely translated by his protégé, Rufinus the Syrian
(85), so even Jerome did not translate the entire Bible single-handed.
In another example of a Bible translation project outliving its translators, the
brothers Cyril and Methodius are said to have translated the Bible into Slavonic in the
ninth century C.E., with Methodius taking over the translation after his brother’s death in
869 (Noss 49). Once again, there have been greater and lesser levels of collaboration, but
in a sense the entire history of telling, writing, and translating the Bible is one of
collaboration.
Illustrating a larger-scale and more intentional collaborative approach, Martin
Luther’s Bible, although named for an individual man, was, according to Paul
Ellingworth, a “team effort”. Luther’s early 16th century German translation of the Bible
was based on the 1516 edition of the Greek New Testament, and Ellington explains that
Luther himself was a “competent Hebrew scholar with an interest in Jewish
interpretations of the Hebrew Scriptures” (111). Luther’s expertise, however, did not
prevent him from integrating the work of others into his translation. Luther’s publication
included sections translated by a group of Zurich ministers, as well as a significant
contribution by Philipp Melanchthon (Ellingworth 111).
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Luther’s Bible soon inspired other collaborations, including a translation of the
New Testament into Danish in 1524, the result of a cooperative effort between Hans
Mikkelsen and Christiern Vinter. While the first complete translation of the Bible into
Slovenian was initially done by an individual, Pastor Juri Dalmatin, his work, like other
collaborations that I will discuss later, was revised by a committee before its publication
in 1584. The Brest Bible, a translation into Polish in 1563, was a team translation;
another group effort was involved in the Kralice Bible, published in Czech in 1596 and
translated by members of the Unitas Fratrum or Bohemian/Moravian Brethren.
According to Ellingworth, the Brethren “achieved such clarity and simplicity that the
translation . . . became standard for Protestants until the 20th century” (122). Some 16th
century translations were later revised by groups of monks, such as a revision of the 1581
Bible of Ostrong in Slavonic, prepared by a group of Greek monks in 1663 (127).
This pattern of committees or teams of missionaries, monks and other clergymen
collaborating on translation may be partly due to the sheer volume of the Bible and the
near impossibility of translating so much text single-handedly. It may also relate to the
fact that members of religious orders often live, eat, worship, and work communally, so it
naturally follows that they would translate together. In an individualistically-oriented
society such as exists in the modern United States, cooperation is not a normal way of
life, so it is no wonder that collaborative approaches to translation exist mostly on the
fringe of the field. In settings where communal living is the norm, collaborative
translation is simply part of a larger culture of cooperation.
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Colonialism and Collaboration in Bible Translation
As the focus of Bible translation moved farther from Europe in the 18th century,
cooperative approaches followed Bible translators into Asia, where collaboration had
already taken place in the translation of Buddhist scriptures. Lutheran missionaries
Bartholomaus Ziegenbalg and Benjamin Schultz cooperated to translate the New
Testament into Tamil in the 1720s (Burke 128). In the early 19th century, a team of
European translators including Channing Williams, James Hepburn, and Samuel Brown
worked together to create a Japanese translation of the Bible based on an earlier Chinese
version. Brown was the chair of a committee that represented various missions and also
included Japanese translators (Soesilo 170). This process echoes the Septuagint
translation in that a number of different missions were represented, much like the
supposed representatives from the twelve tribes of Israel discussed earlier. The inclusion
of target language speakers who, it appears, specialized in translation rather than in
religion, echoes the Chinese translation of Buddhist scriptures, which similarly included a
variety of people, each with a different area of expertise.
Examples of collaboration in translation took place in Africa as well. While there
are many explicit examples of collaboration between missionaries and indigenous people
in colonial contexts, it is unclear how often the local collaborators went unrecognized and
never made it into the history books, while their European teammates were given official
recognition. Aloo Osotsi Mojola discusses the translation of the Bible into Efik, one of
many languages of Nigeria, in the late 19th century by William Anderson, Hugh Goldie,
and Hope Waddell, “assisted by Aye Ayo and other mother-tongue speakers”, who
remain unnamed in Mojola’s account (148). Similarly, Mojola explains that the Bible was
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translated into one Cameroonian language in 1872 by Baptist missionary Alfred Saker,
“together with his collaborators”, who, once again, are left unnamed (150). After a long
list of individual European missionary translators in various parts of Africa, Mojola tells
of Bishop Edward Steere’s Swahili translation, which is presented as the work of one
man, until Mojola notes that, “Bishop Steere died in 1882 but his colleagues and
collaborators carried on from where he left off” (155). Had it not been for Steere’s death
midway through his project, it may never have been noted that there were collaborators
involved all along, and Mojola does not clarify whether these collaborators were
Europeans or Swahilis. This begs the question of how many of the other translations
attributed to one man (usually European) were actually the work of a forgotten team.
Similarly, Daud Soesilo describes the first translation of the Bible into Malay by Dutch
doctor and minister Melchior Leijdecker “with the assistance of a review committee” in
the late seventeenth century, explaining that Leijdecker died when the translation was
90% finished, but “his work was continued and checked by a team of experts” (166).
Continuing along the same lines, European missionary G.G. Marsh and his
unnamed collaborators are given credit for the 1925 translation of the New Testament
into Kisukuma, but the tables turn in the following line, when Mojola explains that
“Zacharia Balei, whose mother-tongue language was Sukuma, however, played a major
role in completing the Old Testament and the entire Bible in 1960, assisted by AIM
missionaries” (155-156). In some cases, translation collaborations in Africa were actually
led by “mother-tongue speakers”, such as the mid-19th century translation of the Bible
into Yoruba by a team of translators led by Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther (Mojola 148).
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It is unclear whether Mojola, who appears to be a native of Africa himself, so
frequently fails to recognize the African collaborators by name in the above examples
because he has made an intentional choice not to name them (for example, he has
determined that their role was not significant enough to warrant taking up space), or
whether the information about who those people were is simply unavailable. It is perhaps
significant that in the exceptional example above, in which an African, Zacharia Balei, is
mentioned by name and his missionary counterparts are not, the date of the translation is
1960, a time that marked a global shift in attitudes toward race and colonization.
Mojola admits that even in the present day, one of the major challenges of Bible
translation in Africa is a lack of “well-qualified and well-trained mother-tongue biblical
scholars and translators”. He explains that in many parts of Africa, “Bible translation
work is in the hands of dedicated yet non-mother-tongue speakers of the languages of
translation,” some of whom are highly qualified in both source- and target-language and
culture, but many aren’t. Mojola regrets that when “inadequately trained” foreign
translators take on the task of translation, “the results can never be the best”, and that
there are few African students in Bible seminaries who are interested in learning the
source languages sufficiently for this task (161). One obvious solution, I would suggest,
is to return to collaborative models, in which experts in the source language could
collaborate with “mother-tongue speakers”.
As was discussed earlier in relation to Carcelén-Estrada’s translation of Don
Quixote, some recent indigenous movements in the Americas have returned to the
collaborative model, translating classic Spanish texts into Kichwa in groups that involve
Spanish speakers, Kichwa speakers, Spanish-Kichwa bilinguals, and translation experts.
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As with the Chinese models of team translation, it is not necessary for all members of a
team to have expertise in all languages or all aspects of the project – the beauty of
collaboration is that people work in cooperation to contribute their expertise, often
yielding remarkably high quality results.
It is impossible to know whether later translators in other parts of the world
actually intentionally followed a model similar to the ancient Chinese example, or
whether team translation has just spontaneously fallen into a similar pattern across
various times and places. It is also difficult to know if or for how long translation has
followed that model in Quechua-based languages. There is documentation of translation
teams engaged in Bible translation under the direction of James Thompson in Argentina,
Chile, Peru, Ecuador, and Colombia in the early 19th century, as discussed by Daud
Soesilo (173), but another missing piece of information is whether those teams involved
the indigenous community. We do know that members of the Aztec royal family in
Mexico collaborated on translation efforts with Bernadino de Sahagun in the mid-1500s
(172). Perhaps de Sahagun’s collaborators were only given recognition because of their
royal status, while everyday people were easier to overlook.
Across the Pacific in Indonesia, Soesilo admits that during the 19th century “the
role of Indonesians in Bible translation was crucial but mostly invisible, as mere
‘language informants’ or assistants’ to the expatriate translators”. While Mojola did not
specifically spell out the issue of native translators’ invisibility in his African examples, I
imagine that Soesilo’s comments about the crucial but invisible role of Indonesian
translators could apply to translators in Africa and much of the colonized world. As a
follow-up on his statement about 19th century translation in Indonesia, Soesilo later adds
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that a locally-based Indonesian Bible Society was founded in 1954, working in close
cooperation with national Christian Churches and missions, and that Indonesians have
now become key players at every level of Bible translation in Indonesia (168). I will
point out once again that this transformation took place in the mid-1950s and early 1960s,
at a time when the Indian independence movement was a recent victory nearby, the Civil
Rights Movement was shifting to high gear in North America, and a call for a change in
attitude toward race and colonialism was rippling around the world. While it would be
difficult to prove for sure whether global social movements were directly linked to
specific translation practices, it is worth placing those translation projects in a larger
historical and cultural context.
During the 17th through 19th centuries, the Bible was translated into Persian by a
number of non-native Persian speakers. In the early 19th century Henry Martyn, the
chaplain of the East India Company, was in charge of overseeing one such translation.
According to Noss, Martyn “realized that none of the translations was satisfactory,
because the translators were not native Persian speakers” (53). In response to this
dilemma, Martyn worked in collaboration with the Persian scholar Mirza Sayyed ‘Ali
Khan to translate all of the NT from the Greek and the Psalms from Hebrew. Martyn’s
project is an example of a translator’s belief that collaboration (in this instance between a
speaker of the target language and a member of the religious community) would yield a
higher quality product.
Accounts of Bible translation in colonized nations in the 19th and 20th centuries
include mention of the challenge of translating culture. Daud Soesilo points out that
translators in these contexts sometimes chose to translate biblical metaphors and names
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into local metaphors and to borrow names from local deities (56). Soesilo explains that in
Africa, some translations have used indigenous names for God, while others borrowed a
foreign word, and “The former show greater levels of church growth, Christian stability,
social vigor, and engagement . . .” (176). It would be interesting to know to what extent
this practice involved collaboration with members of the local community.
In a related situation described by Antonia Carcelén-Estrada in “Covert and Overt
Ideologies in the Translation of the Wycliffe Bible into Huao Terero”, the Bible was rewritten in Huao Terero by Christian missionaries in Ecuador in close collaboration with
target language speakers, so that biblical stories were made to resemble familiar stories of
the target culture. According to Carcelén-Estrada, missionaries in the mid-20th Century
went to great lengths to cultivate a relationship with the notoriously unapproachable
Huaorani people, and ultimately created a so-called translation of the Bible that blended
the tribe’s traditional stories with Bible stories. The translation took place in groups, led
by Catherine Peeke, with the help of a Huaorani man named Tamanta. The translation
process was mostly conducted orally, with missionaries telling Bible stories aloud and
changing them based on the reaction of their Huaorani audience. If a Bible story sounded
similar to a familiar Huaorani story, the missionaries would replace the Bible story with
the Huaorani one (2010:82).
Although the Huao Terero missionary translators were, in many ways,
perpetuating colonial patterns of domination, Carcelén-Estrada points out that the
dynamic between the missionaries and the Huaorani people was not a simple top-down
relationship of power. Instead, she explains, “there is a two-way flow; herein lies a
hidden form of translational resistance taking the form of silence and invisibility”
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(2010:77). Huaorani ideology is, according to Carcelén-Estrada, both invisible and at
play in hidden ways in this process of translation. “Appearing to comply with missionary
requests…the people are silent about their intentions, interpretations, and dispositions,
and their covert ideology is even more invisible than that of the missionaries…[T]his sort
of strategy has been successful in the survival of indigenous populations since colonial
times” (2010:85). While Carcelén-Estrada reminds us that we do not know what the longrange implications of this hidden ideology might be, the strange hybridization of biblical
and Huaorani tales is an interesting twist in the context of collaborative Bible translation.
Once again, it is notable that this very active collaboration between a Christian
missionary and indigenous people was taking place between the 1950s and the 1980s, a
time when we begin to hear more and more about collaboration between the colonizers
and the colonized. Whether intentional or not, this trend in translation reflected the
changing values of society.
According to Mojola, “The biblical message and its interpretation has always
tended to take the form of the receptor culture” (157). From ancient times to the present,
it has often proven effective to translate the Bible into not only the language of the
people, but also into the culture of the people. While many religious scholars would argue
for the importance of a strict, literal translation of the Bible that does not cater to the
target culture, the reality is that in many cases the objectives of missionary work simply
is not compatible with a strict interpretation; cultural adaptation is essential in order for
the message to take hold. A culturally adaptive approach is justified, according to Mojola,
by quoting the Gospel of John: “The hour is coming when you will worship the Father
neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem . . . But the hour is coming, and is now here,
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when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth” (John 4.21b-23a
NRSV).
According to Manuel Jinbachian, during early periods of Bible translation, “all
Bible translation is of necessity an interpretation of the original. No two independent
translations of the same text are ever the same. When it comes to the question of fidelity,
Bible translation is like walking on a tightrope, trying to be as faithful to the original as
possible – not slavishly literal . . . but to translate sensus de sensu, as Jerome puts it, in an
attempt to communicate the message to the target audience. This tension is best expressed
in the Talmudic statement: ‘He who translates a verse literally is a liar; but he who adds
to it is a blasphemer’” (44).
Similarly, toward the end of the New Testament, we are told, “I warn everyone
who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add
to that person the plagues described in this book; if anyone takes away from the words of
the book of this prophecy, God will that away that person’s share in the tree of life and in
the holy city, which are described in this book” (Rev 22:18-19). The problem is that a
statement like this makes it difficult to act on Jesus’s command to his disciples to “Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that I have
commanded you” (Matt 28:18-20). Short of teaching everyone in the world ancient
Hebrew and Greek, which is clearly not the method that has proven to be successful in
promoting the message of Christ over the last 2,000 years, the only way to teach all
nations to “obey everything” that Jesus has commanded is to translate.
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While we cannot go back and ask the 72 mythical translators of the 12 tribes of
Israel how that process worked, or in what ways they feel that collaborative approaches
lead to a higher quality and more accurate or faithful translation of a sacred text, we can
ask present day translators for their perspective in the context of their own work, as I
have tried to do through my interviews. One thing we do know is that Bible translation
today is often done in teams, and rarely done without the participation of highly trained
mother-tongue speakers. Some teams are still coordinated by foreigners, but some Bible
societies actually require translators to be native speakers of the target language. It is
common to have committees made up of readers from a variety of denominations and
educational backgrounds who review the translations and give input on key details. An
example shared by Lynell Zogbo of the makeup of a committee in the Ivory Coast,
included a Catholic bishop, a linguistics professor, a senator, and a news announcer.
There is even cooperation among various Bible translation agencies and international
groups. In addition, advances in computer technology have changed the layout of today’s
Bible translation process, so that many translators are working in different locations and
collaborating electronically (340).
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CHAPTER IV
INTERSECTION OF AMATEUR TRANSLATORS,
COLLABORATION, AND ACTIVISM
While collaborative approaches to translation have been taking place around the world
for millennia, the term “collaborative translation” has developed a new connotation in the
context of early 21st century translation technology. According to Alain Desilets of the
National Research Council of Canada and Jaap van der Meer of the Translation
Automation Users Society, “collaborative translation” refers to a variety of online
collaborative technologies, including agile translation teamware, collaborative
terminology resources, translation memory sharing, online translation marketplaces, post
editing by the crowd, and translation crowdsourcing (28). There is a good deal of overlap
between these technological forms of collaboration and the use of amateurs as translators.
While translation work done by amateurs is common in social movements, it is
often overlooked or looked down upon by professional translators and scholars.
Furthermore, there is a need to bridge the gap between what is happening in daily
practice and what is being written about by scholars and regulated by those in positions
of authority. Because amateurs play an important role in the context of activist work, and
many amateur translation projects involve collaboration, this chapter will explore the
intersection of activism, collaboration, and amateur translators. The examples in this
chapter are mostly very recent examples. This is not because translation and interpreting
by amateurs was not happening in the past – in fact, it was perhaps more of the norm –
but in the past there was less of a distinction between professional and amateur, and so
translation by amateurs was not necessarily discussed as such.
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Before delving further into a discussion of amateur translators, it would be useful
to consider the terms amateur, volunteer, and non-professional as they relate to
translation and interpreting. Some untrained translators are also referred to as natural or
native translators. While these terms are sometimes used interchangeably, they do not
mean the same thing. In addition, the same terms are used in different ways by different
scholars. Because the issue of defining these types of translators is complex and the
terminology is problematic, coming up with a single term that has a single meaning is
impossible. In an effort to be consistent within this chapter, I will mostly use the term
amateur to refer to people who are doing translation or interpreting work without
financial compensation in an environment that does not require any previous translation
experience; although these volunteers may in fact have training and experience, such a
background is not actually required in the contexts that I refer to. For example, in some
cases professionally trained translators may volunteer their services to aid in the cause of
an organization that they believe in, but for the purposes of this chapter they would be
classified as amateurs. Amateur translators and interpreters are thus not necessarily
unskilled, but may either not be certified or affiliated with institutions and associations
that represent translators, (Baker 2013:37), or may be lending their skills for a project that
does not require such certifications or affiliations.

Amateurs and Translator Training for Social Movements
Some authors and activists use the word amateur to refer to either trained or untrained
translators to make a distinction between people who are volunteers and those who are
paid. They emphasize that so-called amateur translators offering their services in the
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context of organizations such as ECOS (Translators and Interpreters for Solidarity),
Babels (a group of volunteers who have organized to provide interpreting for the Social
Forums),10 and other social movements are not competing with trained, professional
interpreters (Jerez et al 2013)11 These authors also make a clear distinction between
translators (referred to as both amateurs and volunteers) who work for organizations like
Babels and ECOS who receive training for specific purposes, such as interpreting for the
Social Forums, and the untrained volunteer interpreters in community settings such as
hospitals. While I will discuss both types of volunteer/amateur interpreting, the two
groups are viewed differently from the point of view of many translation scholars.
Mona Baker explains that one reason that some groups like Babels and ECOS
refer to themselves as amateurs despite often high levels of training and experience is in
response to the tension that comes from professional translators. However, Baker adds,
“Positioning themselves as unaffiliated ‘amateurs’, then, does not make these groups
impervious to pressure from professionals who offer similar skills for financial gain. But
it [referring to themselves as amateurs] is a choice that they continue to make” (2013:38).
Another important clarification is that there is a large discrepancy in what
constitutes translator training, and what the goals are of a training program. There can be
a difference in objectives or values depending on whether a translator is being trained for
a standard professional job (what ECOS calls “the market”), or for a cause, such as the
Social Forums (“society”). For example, many professional translator and interpreter
training programs place a strong emphasis on neutrality as a defining quality of a trained
10

The World Social Forum is a global movement initiated in 2001, connecting groups and individuals on a
variety of social, economic, and environmental issues. For more information see
https://fsm2016.org/en/sinformer/a-propos-du-forum-social-mondial/
11

http://translationdirectory.com/article366.htm
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professional. Mona Baker points out that many translators and interpreters are far from
apolitical, and are in fact actively involved in initiatives that challenge the status quo
(2009: 24). While translator training programs may emphasize neutrality, translation
professionals – the products of those programs – are not necessarily acting as neutral
parties in practice, and their activism, according to Baker, does not make them any less
professional (2009: 24). This is an illustration of the tension between policy, practice, and
theory: training institutions may emphasize neutrality or impartiality; translators may
intentionally not be neutral in practice; and some scholars, like Baker, question values
such as neutrality, and their work supports these activist translators.
Adding to the notion that translator training is not all about neutrality, members of
ECOS believe that translators must be trained not only for the market but for society.
They pose the question, “Are we educating merely professionals, or citizens?” and point
out that those who are “habituated to translate franchise contracts, will perhaps fail to
encounter the right lexical options to translate a text on awareness of fair trade – on
account not so much of terminology as of ideological barriers” (Jerez et al 2013). This
concept brings us back to the normative view developed since the cultural turn in
translation studies that translation happens not only at the lexical level, but at the level of
culture and ideology. Particularly in the context of activist movements for social change,
simply training interpreters to translate words is insufficient, training neutral interpreters
is not enough, and being a highly trained, experienced professional interpreter does not,
in itself, make someone an ideal candidate to interpret for social movements. Interpreters
and translators in the context of social movements today are expected to have as high a
mastery of the values of the movement itself as they have of their language and
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translation skills. Demonstrating a holistic perspective that effective social movements
must carry out their values on all levels, ECOS members echo the Social Forum’s slogan
“Another World is Possible” with their conclusion, “another kind of interpreting is also
possible and necessary – and another kind of training of translators and interpreters”
(Jerez et al 2013). As we will see below, this alternative kind of training is, in fact, taking
place within social movements.
In her discussion of the training of ad hoc interpreters for the European Social
Forum, Julie Boéri has argued that from an activist point of view, there is a need to train
translators and interpreters for work beyond the professional market (2010: 61). Boéri
describes the work of Babels, ECOS, and the Marius Teaching Innovation Project (an
initiative for teaching innovation at the University of Granada), and discusses
controversial issues raised by the practice of training non-professional interpreters for
work within social movements (66-67). Boéri raises a number of important questions
about the use of non-professional interpreters, specifically in regards to conference
interpreting.
Using the perspective of narrative theory, Boéri questions the dominant belief or
“narrative” that conference interpreters are necessarily highly qualified, trained
individuals, a perspective that frames conference interpreting as “the preserve of a gifted
elite” (63). In contrast, interpreters in the alter-globalization movement, such as Babels,
see themselves as “reflexive professionals” who take an active role in their own training,
and are evaluated through a system of self-assessment (64). Although Babels initially
took shape without giving full consideration to issues of quality or working conditions,
the group soon began to address these issues through a well-documented but adaptable
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system of education, referred to as “situational-preparation” (sit-prep) as opposed to
“training”. Boéri explains that “instead of being streamlined in universal rules to be
extrapolated to any training context, the methodology was adapted to the specific purpose
of ad hoc training in Babels” (66). This approach to training could be seen as holistic, as
it reflects the adaptable and non-hierarchical knowledge-sharing values of the Social
Forum. Like the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective’s approach to translation, it
empowers amateurs, encourages adaptation, and reflects the spirit of the movement. In
fact, Boéri explains that sit-prep is “not only a tool…but more importantly a method of
transforming the ways in which we relate to each other in a learning and knowledge
production environment that is ultimately liberating” (67).
The sit-prep workshops for Babels volunteers are geared toward interpreters in
need of two different types of training: One is for volunteers who need to develop their
interpreting skills, and the other is for those who have experience as interpreters but need
to familiarize themselves with the approaches of the Social Forums (67). Boéri goes on to
explain that the alter-globalization narrative includes a seemingly contradictory
conceptual narrative of “complexity and grassroots knowledge”, which is particularly at
play by “depicting knowledge as both accessible to anyone and partial: a qualified
interpreter can learn about poorly serviced narratives in the professional market…and a
non qualified interpreter can discover his/her potential for conference interpreting” (67).
Baker discusses activist translation as a form of prefigurative politics, an approach
in which the goals of a movement are enacted through day-to-day practices. She explains
that the process of translation itself can function as a tool of resistance and points out that
activist translation groups “practice the principles that they support themselves” through
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their work, and “recognize that language and translation themselves constitute a space of
resistance…Their use of hybrid language, their deliberate downgrading of English, the
constant shuffling of the…space allotted to different languages…all this is as much a part
of their political agenda” as their translations themselves (2013:25). The practice of
prefigurative politics in social change movements can be seen as a holistic approach to
translation, in which the mission of the movement is enacted on every level.
In the context of activist translation groups like Babels, prefigurative politics
comes into play on many levels, from the process of translator training to the physical
layout and design of a website. For example, the Babels homepage itself undermines the
ubiquity of global English and demonstrates Babels’ commitment to linguistic diversity
through its banner which features the words “welcome” in several languages, while
English is conspicuous by its absence. In another example from the same website, a brief
statement about Babels appears at random in different languages at different times. These
techniques “are part of a broader strategy designed to reverse the symbolic order by
narrating the linguistic – and hence cultural – landscape as diverse, fluid, contaminated
and non-hierarchical” (Baker 2013:42-43).

Quality in Amateur Translation
One common assumption is that professionally trained translators will produce higher
quality work, as if there are only two options: either translators are neutral and
professional and do quality work, or they are amateurs and believe in a mission but fail to
produce top-notch results. Luis Pérez-González and Sebnem Susam-Saraeva have argued
that although translation training programs do teach students to produce consistently high

79

quality work, not all work by trained translators meets these standards, while untrained
translators sometimes execute complex translation tasks with high levels of expertise, so
it is difficult to predict the quality of an individual’s work simply on the basis of their
training (Pérez-González and Susam-Saraeva 151).
Pérez-González and Susam-Saraeva go on to discuss “natural translators” and
“native translators”. Natural translators have neither training as translators nor significant
exposure to other people’s translations. Native translators, in contrast, may not be trained
in a formal way, but have picked up translation skills from their surroundings (150). This
latter form of learning is key in the discussion of so-called “amateur” or “untrained”
translators. Just as people without formal training in many other fields, from cooking to
computer programming, can develop high levels of expertise through self-directed study,
firsthand experience, observation, and advice from friends and colleagues, translators can
become highly skilled through informal training, while still being considered “untrained”
or “amateur”.
It is not the objective of this chapter to evaluate the quality of work done by
amateur translators and interpreters, but rather to highlight how amateur translation
interacts with collaborative approaches to social change movements. One relevant point
is that collaborative translation projects today tend to be more “grassroots”, meaning that
they take more of a bottom-up rather than a top-down approach. According to Desilets
and van der Meer, a common question is how quality control can be exercised in such
decentralized models. The answer, they explain, depends on the context: although there is
often an assumption that decentralized, collaborative translation will yield a lower quality
product, and this may be the case in some contexts, “it is far from inevitable, and there
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may be situations where collaborative processes can in fact lead to higher quality,
through appropriate leveraging of the so-called wisdom of crowds” (2011:31-32). While
the quality of work done by amateurs varies, in the context of crowdsourced translation
projects that can be edited after [digital] publication, it makes sense that the eyes and
edits of hundreds of viewers could more than exceed the quality control efforts of an
individual professional translator, potentially lending amateur translation work a very
high quality.
The translations of Our Bodies, Ourselves discussed in Chapter 2 exemplify a
project in which activism, collaboration, and amateur translation overlap, making it a
clear example of a holistic approach to translation. The aim of the publication is to
empower women to draw on their own experience to make decisions about their health,
based on the view that the care provided by healthcare professionals and institutions is
only a fraction of what constitutes healthcare. OBOS rejects the medical model that
frames doctors as the medical experts who are fully responsible for our health, and
instead relies on women’s collective wisdom and understanding of their own health.
Similarly, the OBOS approach to translation rejects the model of the institutional
translation expert, and puts translation in the hands of grassroots women’s groups. The
fact that women around the world have been liberated to use OBOS as inspiration for
creating their own text and empowered to work together to address the unique concerns
of their own culture and community translates the message of the book and the power of
the women’s liberation movement better than any word-for-word translation ever could.
This model of empowering amateurs to take charge of a task using an approach that is
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customized to their situation – whether the task is healthcare, education, or translation –
is a theme that is echoed in many social change movements beyond OBOS.
Some translation work done by amateurs is, like OBOS, holistic in the sense that
the presence of amateurs is a reflection of a larger movement or mission. In other cases,
amateurs may happen to play a crucial role regardless of whether that role is a holistictype reflection of the movement. Luis Pérez-González and Sebnem Susam-Saraeva
discuss amateur translation in a variety of contexts, from social services to online media.
They explain that while ongoing pressures of migration and a shortage of economic
resources drive a trend toward use of amateur translators in healthcare, education, and
judicial settings, another trend in amateur translation is taking place online, through
crowdsourcing, wikis, blogs and social media. According to Pérez-González and SusamSaraeva, the shortage of economic resources available for participation in local and
global forums is driving the emergence of volunteer translators; this “conversion of
professional and amateur groups of translators and interpreters into political/activist
communities” (Baker 2009:229) may arise from the group’s opposition to a conflict or a
desire to contribute to a broader cause (Pérez-González and Susam-Saraeva 153).
One of many online networks that promote the translation of news and
information is a group called Global Voices.12 This virtual community consists of
hundreds of volunteers around the world who research, write, and translate important
news stories into over 35 languages, with a dedication to representing marginalized
communities and resisting online censorship. The group’s website includes a page where
people can volunteer to become a translator for Global Voices. They provide a guide for
new translators, and their editors will review translations before publication, but the work
12

http://www.globalvoices.org
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is largely self-directed.13 The benefits of becoming a volunteer include credit, visibility,
and exposure for those wishing to build translation portfolios; networking with likeminded members from around the world; and of course the rewards of helping a good
cause. They explain that Global Voices volunteers feel rewarded in many non-financial
ways, and “most have a kind of satisfaction that no financial rewards ever give: they feel
they are making a positive contribution to the world”.14 The goodwill inspired by Global
Voices and other similar causes is reminiscent of Else Vieira’s observation about the
shared sense of enthusiasm and conviction that fueled her team’s translation of Brazilian
history. This currency of enthusiasm that generates countless dollars’ worth of in-kind
services is actually an important factor in the economics of translation for social
movements, and it is bolstered by the sense of belonging that comes from having a shared
experience with both known and unknown collaborators, which adds to the power of
collaborative translation projects.
It is important to keep in mind that although these particular communities of
online translators may be a recent trend, the practice of untrained interpreters translating
between different groups is undoubtedly as old as language itself. While our cultural
understanding of “amateur” or “volunteer” may be in relation to current systems of
education and economics, the general practice of amateur or volunteer translation goes
back farther than translation by formally trained, “professionals”, as the fields of
translation and interpreting have only come into their own in a formal sense relatively
recently. While Pérez-González and Susam-Saraeva’s observations are valuable, their
argument could be re-framed to reflect a more long-term perspective, saying that the need
13

It is worth noting that the website, globalvoices.org/lingua/#Q3, does not specify what the editing
process entails; it simply states that translations will be “revised by editors before publishing”.
14
https://globalvoices.org/lingua/

83

for volunteer amateur translation continues despite the fact that there has been a rise in
professional translation in the past century.

The Controversy of Volunteerism in Translation
It could be assumed that all social activists are in favor of volunteer/amateur translators
and interpreters, even if many professionals are not. My interview with Matt Feinstein
and Dania Flores-Heagney of the Stone Soup Artist and Activist Collective in Worcester,
however, shed a more nuanced light on the subject. Flores-Heagney has worked as an
interpreter and translator in the New England activist community in both paid and
volunteer positions for many years, and advocates strongly for paying interpreters, and
paying them well. Like many of the professional European interpreters mentioned by
Boéri, Flores-Heagney feels that volunteer interpreters in both a community and
conference setting are undercutting the work of the interpreters who need to work to
make a living. Feinstein explains that he is inclined to donate his time for a good cause in
contexts ranging from the Social Forums to community meetings, but admits that he is an
educated, American-born, white male, with a steady job and from a comfortable
background – a member of an elite group, and one who can afford to offer his services for
free while other would-be interpreters who depend on interpreting for a living are
struggling to make ends meet. Flores-Heagney criticizes Feinsteins’s well-intentioned
volunteerism, and encourages him to charge the going rate.
Flores-Heagney could be seen as taking a holistic point of view, in that offering
free translation for a cause that advances immigrant rights while taking a potential job
away from an immigrant who could use the money could be seen as working against the
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mission of the movement. This comes back to the issue of translation at the level of the
movement: if any part of the translating or interpreting process is out of line with the
mission, then it is not a holistic step forward (it may be a step forward in some respects,
but not a holistic one). Returning to the concept of prefigurative politics, in which day-today actions reflect the larger mission, volunteer translators could be seen as disrupting the
mission as much as they are advancing it.
Where does this leave us in terms of Julie Boéri’s assertion that there is a need to
train volunteer interpreters to advance social movements? Both Boéri and FloresHeagney are advocating for the need to give voice to social justice movements, and yet
their ideas appear to be in conflict. While some of Boéri and de Manuel Jerez’s
informants would argue that the ethics of volunteer interpreting depend on the context –
namely community versus conference interpreting – Flores-Heagney holds her argument
regardless of the context. Members of ECOS make a clear distinction between these
contexts in defense of their volunteer translation services, explaining that they do
volunteer translating for “NGOs, social forums and other nonprofit organisations with
affinities to the philosophy of our organisation.” They explain clearly that they do not
perform community interpreting, which “ought to be supplied by professionals under
contract”, with “community interpreting” defined as covering legal, health, education,
and local government services (Jerez et al 2013). Similarly, Boéri quotes a member of
Babels who explains, “I am firmly opposed to any intervention by Babels beyond the
[Social Forums]…There is a big risk, after all, of unfair competition with professional
interpreters…It is not the role of a network that is supposed to be aware of social
problems to destroy the market” (2009:79).
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While the Babels and ECOS translators’ level of sensitivity to the tension between
volunteer and professional translation work is admirable and perhaps crucial, it is also
possible that volunteer translators are simply not a threat to translation as a profession or
to the mission of the social movements being translated. Although they are referring
specifically to amateur work online, the following argument by Desilets and van der
Meer could be applied to translation for the Social Forums or perhaps even to community
interpreting: “Given that a frequent goal of crowdsourcing is to allow the translation of
content that otherwise would not have been translated at all, and that some part of this
work will have to be revised or facilitated by professionals, it may be that crowdsourcing
will not so much decrease demand for professionals, as it will change the nature of their
interventions” (34).
The arguments for and against volunteer translation can be made both in defense
of translation/interpreting as a profession, and in defense of the rights of those who are
being interpreted. In addition, arguments for and against amateur translation can be made
in defense of the consumer, in the form of debates on quality control. Desilets and van
der Meer go on to explain that in their research on best practices for collaborative
translation, there is a sense that quality control issues “tend to resolve themselves,
provided that enough of the ‘right’ people can be enticed to participate and that you
provide them with lightweight tools and processes by which they can spot and fix errors”
(41).
Clearly the issue of amateur translation is complex and can be considered from
multiple levels at once, comparing conference interpreting to community interpreting,
and taking into consideration the needs of translators, those being translated, and
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members of the translation’s audience. The next section focusses on the context of
community interpreting, and although the use of amateurs in this setting, the needs of
those being interpreted for, and the interpreting methods themselves are very different
from conference interpreting, the need to recognize and study amateur interpreting in the
community is equally important. From a holistic perspective, it is in fact crucial to look at
amateur translation in a variety of contexts, regardless of whether they are comparable.

Community Interpreting
Another interesting aspect of amateur translation relates to medical interpreting, and the
pros and cons of using in-person interpreters, telephone interpreters, ad-hoc interpreters
(family, friends, bystanders), and medical professionals speaking the patient’s language.
Title VI of the civil rights legislation of 1964 requires that patients are not discriminated
against on the basis of national origin, which includes the issue of speaking a language
other than English, and so any medical institution that receives federal funding must
provide interpreters.15 One problem with this otherwise useful piece of legislation is that
in some cases it can actually be counterproductive to meeting the needs of medical
patients, because there are situations in which, it could be argued, a patient would be
better off without a professional interpreter, as I will discuss below.
Pamela Garrett of the Simpson Centre for Health Services Research at the
University of New South Wales outlines situations in which it is imperative to enlist a
professional interpreter, and those where it is not. She explains that “Interpreter policy
warns against the use of family and friends as interpreters, without recognizing the many
15

http://www.hhs.gov/civil-rights/for-providers/laws-regulations-guidance/guidance-federal-financialassistance-title-VI/index.html
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instances when family and friends are helpful and required for basic or urgent
communication” (78). Garrett refers to a method of measuring the need for an interpreter,
called the “Communication Complexity Score”, and discusses the challenges of
providing access to interpreters especially for people who have a high score on this test.
Priority situations for having a trained interpreter include admission, discharge, consent
for procedures, assessment/diagnosis, major medical events, emergency department
visits, and counseling (Garrett 72). At other times, a professional interpreter may not be
needed. For example, when a nurse is performing routine care, it can be practical and safe
for the nurse simply to learn the phrase, “Voy a tomar su presión”, rather than delaying
care to wait for an interpreter and adding the stress of introducing a new face to patients
who might be better off emotionally if they were exposed to fewer strangers.
Many hospitals prohibit the use of family members as interpreters. Pamela
Garrett, however, takes a more holistic approach, and argues that rather than simply
excluding family members or ignoring their presence in medical appointments, healthcare
policy must outline when it is specifically not appropriate for family members to
interpret, and policies must recognize that family and friends can sometimes be helpful,
as noted above (78). She insists that “maintaining an ill-considered . . . gap between
ideology (policy) and practice” is the worst option, and that “interpreter service research,
resource allocation and policy need to move . . . into the new millennium and establish
strong linkages between language ability, patient safety and equity, which will ensure a
vibrant, adequately resourced and viable future” (79).
Returning to Robbie Davis-Floyd’s insight that the technocratic American
medical system is a scaled-down version of our larger society, in which the universe and
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its inhabitants are viewed as mechanistic, it is natural to consider the technology and
uniformity of telephone translation systems to be preferable to relying on individual care
providers, friends, or family (i.e. non-professional interpreters) with varying,
unpredictable levels of fluency. One could argue that when a patient’s health is at stake,
using the technology of telephones to connect people to trained interpreters may be the
safest, and therefore the preferred option. Telephone interpreting, although it involves a
human component, is a solution that relies on technology, and is therefore a more
“technocratic” solution than having a doctor or family member translate for a medical
appointment. With our cultural belief in technocratic solutions, it is natural that we would
see the technology of telephone interpreting as a rational solution, without questioning
whether amateur interpreters might be a better option in some circumstances. As Garrett
suggests, a well-researched policy that includes the use of family members as well as
telephone interpreting is both more realistic and more practical than a close-minded
reliance on only TI as an alternative to in-person interpreting.
The medical community’s response to the dilemma of the ideal interpreting
scenario versus budgetary constraints is to provide in-person professional interpreters
when possible, and then to fall back on telephone interpreters as the second choice.
However, Warren Ferguson and Lucy Candib report on four different studies that found
that physicians and patients were most satisfied with professional interpreters, while
patients were satisfied with the use of a family member or bilingual physician as
interpreter, and physicians, but not patients, were satisfied with interpretation by
telephone (Ferguson and Candib 354-355). While patients and medical providers prefer
in-person interpreting, in the absence of an in-person interpreter, the response by medical
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institutions is to provide what doctors prefer (TI), rather than what patients prefer. In his
research as a graduate student in Translation Studies at the University of Massachusetts
Amherst, translator Roberto Gracia-García refers to the "slippery slope" of TI, in his
article “Telephone Interpreting: a review of pros and cons”. Gracia-García raised the
dangerous possibility that institutions could simply use TI routinely to cut costs,
regardless of whether alternatives might be available (5).
Healthcare interpreting is a complex issue that demands complex solutions. While
a trained, in-person interpreter is usually the ideal, in some cases, such as the above
scenario regarding a nurse checking vital signs, there are situations in which it may be
ethical to teach providers a few key phrases to use without an interpreter, given the fact
that in-person interpreters are simply not available for every hourly vital sign reading. For
other routine procedures, it may be most appropriate to have a competent bilingual family
member interpreting, for example when a child would benefit from the emotional comfort
of having the procedure explained to them by a relative rather than a stranger. Of course
the question of determining who qualifies as “competent” or “bilingual” is another issue
that would need to be addressed, but this is a problem that healthcare workers deal with
on a regular basis anyway, and it needs to be addressed regardless of policies relating to
interpreters. In the debate about language facilitation by non-professional interpreters, it
is important to see the use of amateurs as part of a both/and approach, with everyone part
of a well-rounded team that improves a patient’s overall experience, not an either/or
situation that promotes the use of family members or bilingual staff to replace existing
interpreters or access to TI.
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Pamela Garrett’s research is consistent with what I heard from the nurses that I
interviewed: Garrett found that the use of ad hoc interpreters is a common occurrence,
despite the practice going against official policies. Clearly there is a place for policies
that protect the rights of patients, but policies cannot blindly ignore reality: they must
account for the nuances in medical interpreting, and address the fact that amateurs are a
part of the picture. Although their work may be hidden or unrecognized, amateur medical
interpreters, in the form of family members, friends, and bilingual medical staff, help to
fill in gaps or improve on existing systems, and they play an important role, alongside TI.
An additional problem raised by the issue of amateur interpreters in healthcare
settings is the issue of what might be considered a holistic approach in this context. On
the one hand, I have proposed that holistic models are those which reflect the values of
the organization in which they take place. In this context, it could be argued that a holistic
model in medical interpreting would be one that demands formal training and credentials,
as a reflection of the larger medical model that is based on a highly professionalized and
regulated system. On the other hand, holistic models in healthcare are typically those that
take into account the mental and emotional as well as physical wellbeing of a patient; by
this definition, it could be argued that an amateur interpreter could be a holistic solution if
that amateur is, for example, a family member who makes the patient feel emotionally
safe and supported. This seemingly contradictory definition of holistic approaches to
medical interpreting is an excellent example of the fluidity of the concept of holism. As
was discussed earlier, team translation may be a holistic reflection of a collaborativelyoriented organization, but would not be a holistic reflection of a group that emphasized
individuality. Similarly, within the context of the mainstream medical system in the U.S.,
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a professional interpreter may represent a holistic approach, but within the context of the
patient’s life, holism may mean involving a non-professional interpreter. This is why
holism has been presented as an approach, and not as a strategy or method in and of
itself.

Online Platforms for Amateur Translation of Games and Entertainment
Whether or not it is condoned by institutions and professional organizations, amateurs are
translating every day in community settings, conferences, and virtual spaces, often
making a positive impact on the life of an individual or a movement; the presence of
amateur translators is an important factor in social change movements, and it is worth
taking their contribution into consideration as we imagine translation in the future.
Looking at translation from a holistic point of view, taking into account historical
contexts and examples from outside the mainstream, it is clear that amateur translation
plays a huge role in the field. According to Pérez-González and Susam-Saraeva, one can
argue that “it is professional – rather than non-professional – translation that should be
taken as the exception within the wider context of translation…[and] from this angle,
professional translation becomes merely one sub-type of translation, rather than the
norm-setting, prototypical form” (2012:157). This suggestion is similar to the concept of
“traditional” practices discussed earlier in the context of education, noting that
experiential learning has actually been the norm rather than the alternative through most
of history. They conclude that, “Translation and interpreting studies would do well to
learn from the interlingual activities of non-professionals, instead of trying to control
these activities…” (ibid 158).
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Moving beyond amateur translation in contexts such as conferences and
community settings, the digital landscape offers a wide array of translation opportunities
for amateur translators. Online platforms provide tools for activists around the world to
work together, often taking holistic approaches in their work. In an interview that I
conducted with David Morgan of the Toolbox for Education and Social Action (TESA)
on 1/14/15, I learned about Morgan’s work facilitating the translation of TESA’s popular
board game, Coopoly. Inspired by Monopoly but designed to teach players about
cooperative economic systems, Coopoly came out in 2010, and translations are in various
stages of completion in several languages, including Korean, Greek, French, Catalan,
German, Swedish, Portuguese, and Spanish. Translations take place through an online
platform called One Sky, where the English text is available, and people from anywhere
in the world can embark on a translation. Translators of the game are activists,
academics, and collectives around the world who are passionate about teaching the
principles of cooperative economic systems, but, like the translators of OBOS, are not
professional translators.
So far Coopoloy translators have been volunteers from like-minded groups who
are inspired by the game’s mission of teaching about cooperative economic models. Like
Our Bodies Ourselves, TESA encourages their translators to adapt the text to their own
cultural context and the needs of their community. Because translators are generally
taking on the project primarily for the purposes of advancing the movement rather than
making a profit, TESA allows them to start on the translation process free of charge (after
signing a contract), and only charges a fee once the translation is done and the group
decides to go ahead and publish the game. In order to translate the game, collaborators
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are also required to join an international board, encouraging networking and participation
from members, and promoting cooperation amongst cooperatives. TESA’s project is an
illustration of a holistic approach in action, in that its translation approach is cooperative,
like the game it seeks to promote. In addition, its translation process reflects the seven
cooperative principles, which are outlined in Chapter 5.
In addition to activist translation for social movements like the Social Forums and
TESA, amateurs are using translation as a form of resistance in less overtly activist online
forums. Digital media gives amateurs the opportunity to translate and collaborate for a
wide variety of causes, from “fansubbing” of anime films to crowdsourcing within
translation software. Fansubbing of Japanese animation films is an example of “aesthetic
activism through non-professional subtitling”, which developed as a reaction to culturally
insensitive translations commissioned by commercial distributors in the 1960s. This
movement, made up of anime fans, is seen as a form of resistance to Western pop culture,
aimed at helping fellow fans to understand the genre’s unique cultural references (PérezGonzález & Susam-Saraeva 155). Through the process of translation, activists in the
“audiovisual marketplace” are working together to resist global capitalist structures and
corporate control. It is significant that many of these online amateur translators are
working cooperatively in a virtual world of affinity-based, participatory culture (156).
Through networking and sharing their collective skills, these activists make up another
example of collaborative approaches to translation.
The existence of amateur translators, and their controversial but arguably crucial
role outside of the mainstream profit-centered financial system, plays an important role in
advancing social change worldwide. One reason amateur translation is so closely tied to
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movements for social change relates to the issue of funding and the question of where
financial support comes from for projects that are not promoting institutional, profitdriven interests. The following chapter will examine the relationship between funding
and activist translation, and will explore other economic issues of translation in greater
depth.
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CHAPTER V
ECONOMICS OF TRANSLATION FOR SOCIAL CHANGE
MOVEMENTS
This chapter focuses on the economic realities and controversies surrounding and
influencing the practice of collaborative translation in social change movements, and
explores how the most effective approaches can be applied to the practice of translation
in social movements today. The goal of a holistic approach is not to blindly adopt all
traditional methods or all new technology; instead the aim is to evaluate the methods and
decide what would be most appropriate and beneficial for a given project. Holistic
approaches, while informed by history, can also integrate the latest technology, as
demonstrated by activist translators working via online platforms. This chapter reflects on
the approaches described in the first several chapters, identifies characteristics of these
approaches, and considers which aspects might be useful going forward.
As discussed earlier, it is not a coincidence that alternative approaches to
translation, such as collaboration and volunteerism, have taken place within movements
aimed at bringing about social change. Because these movements question mainstream
social and economic models, it is not surprising that the translation practices developed
within them would differ from those currently in place. The sources of funding for
translation projects affect not only what gets translated, but how it is translated, and in
some cases impacts the very meaning of the text (Tymoczko 2013:3). Groups whose aims
are counter to those of the dominant economic and social systems or do not involve a
clear profit-making goal may have a harder time finding funding, and therefore have to
come up with alternative models. Sometimes these groups respond by finding volunteer
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translators (thus side-stepping the economic system altogether), and other times they
develop their own economic models, as exemplified by the growing movement of
worker-owned cooperatives. In addition, within both volunteer and cooperative models,
activists often question the mainstream economic system in deciding what and how they
translate, bringing into question issues such as intellectual property and individual
authorship.

Funding Alternative Translation Projects
In “Why Waste Our Time on Rewrites?” Andre Lefevere discusses the many forms of
patrons, from individuals to institutions, and offers a broad interpretation of the term
“patronage” that is not limited to rulers and aristocrats; patrons may include publishers
and even media outlets, such as the BBC. Lefevere adds that the history of patrons
includes “their lack of generosity towards those they did not elect to support…It is also
the history of those they elected to suppress” (1985:228). To this day, patrons and critics
influence what will be successful in a given literature and what will not. Although
Lefevere’s focus is on literary translation, many of his claims are applicable beyond the
field of literature. If patronage is, as Lefevere suggests, a force with so much power to
regulate, then the obvious solution for those wishing to promote alternative agendas is to
avoid being beholden to patrons or mainstream funding sources in the first place, through
either volunteerism or through alternative economic models.
Returning to the example of Babels and the World Social Forum, Julie Boéri’s
discussion of the alter-globalization movement demonstrates an effort to change
economic structures through a translation process that itself rejects dominant economic
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structures. The alter-globalization movement, which “places social and environmental
concerns over economic and financial considerations” (2010:65), takes a holistic type of
approach, in that it attempts to integrate people, planet, and profit, and also in that its
approach to training translators is in line with the values of the movement, as discussed in
Chapter 4. Boéri points out that in this context, when a social need is not covered
adequately by a profession (translation, in this case) – for example when there are not
enough trained volunteer interpreters to cover the needs of the Social Forum – “ethical
values take precedence over economic interests and individuals set out to fill the gap
through networks of solidarity among a variety of communities and across the local and
the global” (69). Rather than being defeated by a lack of funding, Social Forum activists
put their mission and values first, creating their own network of volunteer interpreters,
trained through their own “sit-prep” method, collaborating to overcome the financial
limitations of a movement that defies the dominant economic system. Social change
movements possess their own type of capital: a cause or story that people feel inspired
by. Fueled by their members’ inspiration, they are able to draw on peoples’ sense of
devotion to the cause and willingness to donate their time without pay. This alternative
economic system of goodwill is a major driving force that deserves recognition as part of
the economics of translation.
It is important to note that many of the social movements discussed by Julie Boéri
and Mona Baker take a holistic view that incorporates a variety of causes such as labor,
race, gender, peace, economic justice, and the environment. In Baker’s words “Local
struggles are used as models, narrative elements to be combined into a larger narrative of
the entire globe and the system as such, rather than providing an exclusive focus for
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group activism” (2013:36). Both in the world of activist translation and in social
movements in general, local groups are focusing on “multi-issue activism”, taking into
account the interrelatedness of global social issues. “Activist groups in the world of
translation and interpreting are coming much more in line with global movements of
collective action, with a steady drift in the direction of engaging with a diverse range of
issues that exceed the concerns of particular regions and question the very basis of the
political and social order” (Baker 36).

Intellectual Property and Collective Translatorship
In addition to engaging volunteer translators, one way in which social movements resist
dominant economic systems through translation is by engaging in collective
authorship/translatorship. As part of her discussion of prefigurative politics, Mona Baker
gives the example of a group called Translator Brigades, whose mission statement
explains their “common concern for global inequality and human suffering,” based on the
principles of “solidarity, collective authorship, and direct democracy”. This mission is
carried out on many levels, including on their website, which does not list names of
individual members or any indication of who is involved in the project (Baker 2013:28).
While this may seem like a coincidence or an oversight, it is more likely a manifestation
of the group’s intentional de-emphasis of the individual. Baker notes that Babels and
ECOS have similarly never published a list of their members. She adds that this is “in
line with the group’s overall political stance…as a matter of principle, Babels
foregrounds the collective nature of the project and downplays the role of any individual
within it” (35).
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The under emphasis on individual authorship that is used as a political statement
in cutting edge social movements is not a new idea, as practices in India, Africa and
elsewhere suggest. And while collective authorship does not necessarily go against
mainstream financial models even in the U.S., it does fall outside of such models, simply
because there is an obvious relationship between individual authorship, intellectual
property, and financial compensation. If individual profit is taken out of the equation, the
need to recognize an individual author is decreased.

Cooperatively Owned Businesses
One way that translators resist dominant economic models is by forming cooperative
businesses. Madison, Wisconsin, a hub for cooperative businesses, is home to the
Interpreters’ Cooperative of Madison (ICM).16 Unlike some other interpreting collectives,
ICM is run as a business; they charge for their services and pay their interpreters. As a
worker-owned cooperative business, ICM is owned and operated by their interpreters;
their specialty is simultaneous interpretation, and they also offer translation services. As
they explain on their website, “We don't just represent our company, we are our
company”.17
In an interview with member-owner Carlos Miranda on 7/6/15, I learned that ICM
has been in operation for over ten years, and started out as a volunteer interpreter
collective. At the time, members were focused on issues of workers’ rights, in
conjunction with the Workers’ Rights Center of Madison. According to Miranda, some
would-be clients would not do business with the group in its formation as a collective,
16
17

http://interpreters.coop/
Ibid.
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and so they incorporated formally into a worker-owned cooperative. They now do
interpreting for a range of clients, including dental clinics, non-profits, schools, and
unions. While they do charge for their services, ICM offers a sliding scale, with the
objective of providing affordable interpreting for those who can’t afford standard rates.
Fees are based on the annual income of the organization/client. While their model is
flexible enough to serve low-income clients, their strict policies also look out for the
rights of their worker/owners, making sure their interpreters are not exploited: ICM
charges for a minimum of two hours worth of services; they charge an additional fee for
travel more than 20 miles outside of Madison; and they enforce a cancellation fee.
Another important policy of ICM is that they require more than one interpreter for
any event lasting more than an hour, in order to assure quality interpreting services.
Miranda explained that the interpreters that he works with typically trade off every 15
minutes, which is important for both the quality of the interpreting and the wellbeing of
the interpreter. The process of working cooperatively in the act of simultaneous
interpreting, with one interpreter taking over for another is important from a holistic point
of view. If groups are going to live out their mission on every level of operation, as is
typical in a holistic model, then this level of collaboration is significant. It would be
impossible for ICM to truly advocate for workers’ rights as a movement without at the
same time advocating for the rights of their own workers.
A similar organization in the UK, RICOL, the Interpreters’ Cooperative of
London, provides both interpreting and translation services in most major languages.18
Members are professionally trained, have experience working with both government and
commercial sector systems, and are affiliated with national and international professional
18

http://www.ricol.coop/
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organizations. Their website emphasizes the high level of experience and expertise of
their workers, and in fact the group was founded based partly on a perceived deteriorating
level of standards in some commercial agencies.
RICOL’s website outlines their 7 Cooperative Principles followed by
cooperatives worldwide, adopted by the International Cooperative Alliance in 1995, and
explains that the roots of modern day cooperative values date back to the mid-19th
century. The values of the 7 Cooperative Principles echo the missions of a number of the
social movements discussed earlier, including Babels, ECOS, TESA, and Our Bodies
Ourselves, and demonstrate a dedication to carrying out the mission of the group through
its practices on various levels, and include the following principles: Cooperatives are
dedicated to open membership and committed to non-discrimination; they are controlled
democratically by their members, who participate actively in setting policies and making
decisions; the capital of the coop is controlled by the members, and members benefit
from it; cooperatives are autonomous, self-help organizations; cooperatives provide their
members with education and training; cooperatives strengthen the coop movement by
working together with other coops locally, nationally, and internationally; cooperatives
maintain a concern for the needs of their members while also working for the sustainable
development of communities through their policies and programs.19 Although there are
differences between coops, collectives, ad-hoc groups, and other types of organizations
that work for social change, the above characteristics of cooperative groups overlap
significantly with other groups who do collaborative translation for social movements.
While it may be assumed that cooperative translation and interpreting services
would be more expensive due to the high standards in both producing quality work and
19

http://www.ricol.coop/our%20ethos/index.html
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maintaining ethical working conditions, in fact cooperatively owned services do not
necessarily cost more. In the instance of worker-owned interpreter cooperatives,
interpreting services can, theoretically, charge clients less and, at the same time, pay their
workers more, because the coop model does not need to account for paying a middle man
– the money paid by clients goes directly into the hands of the workers.
Interpreter collectives and worker-owned interpreter coops have formed in cities
such as Boston, New York, London, and Madison. In Massachusetts, the Boston
Interpreters Collective (BIC) provides social justice-oriented interpreters for individuals
and grassroots organizations.20 Members of BIC are volunteers, but receive training
specifically geared toward interpreting for social justice, as well as a variety of relevant
continuing education opportunities. A similar group in New York, the Caracol
Interpreters Cooperative, is a worker-owned business and member of the U.S. Federation
of Worker Cooperatives. Caracol, similar to BIC, is dedicated to creating inclusive,
multi-lingual spaces, and provides both interpreting and translation services between
English and Spanish.21
On a local level, Antonia Carcelén-Estrada’s work shows us an example of
collaboration between graduate students in Amherst, MA and indigenous people in
Ecuador, and the work of TESA (Toolbox for Education and Social Action) demonstrates
grassroots collaboration for social change amongst Spanish speakers from the Americas
and Spain, through a worker-coop based in Northampton, MA. Both of these locallybased projects rely on internet-based tools for translation and collaboration in order to
facilitate their international partnerships.

20
21

http://interpreterscollective.org/
http://www.nycworker.coop/interpretationtranslation/
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From a holistic point of view, economically sustainable translation practices for
the future might incorporate progressive economic models such as worker coops while
also being informed by ancient traditions such as team translation, and at the same time
integrating modern technology such as crowdsourcing. While technology sometimes
serves to disconnect people from each other, it also offers incredible tools for
collaborations that would otherwise be impossible due to distance, time and money. It is
particularly interesting to look at translation technology in light of the popular expression
that “time is money”. In this sense, technology-based translation tools can, alongside
volunteerism and worker coops, be seen as another answer to the economic challenges of
translation for social movements operating on a limited budget.

Translation, Mechanization, and Profit
In Translation and Globalization, Michael Cronin discusses the current state of
translation in capitalist systems based on mechanization and profit (11). He attempts to
understand the role of translation at this moment in history by reflecting on its role in the
past. Cronin presents an overview of changes in technology in the late 20th century,
explaining how this relates to translation, including the role of the social in conjunction
with the technical, and the role of the translator in the 21st century. Cronin argues that in
the process of globalization there is an increased demand for translation, making
translators indispensable. While globalization and the spread of technology lead to a high
demand for translation, they also provide the tools to meet that demand through computer
translation. This is not without its problems, with increasing pressure to translate faster
and faster, though it would be a mistake to think that machines are replacing human
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translators. Cronin’s conclusion is that it is an issue of “both/and, machine/human
complementarity” (116). This observation is consistent with a holistic outlook that tends
toward inclusion of multiple parts of the whole system.
As Cronin’s examples illustrate, and as I have suggested earlier in relation to
Gracia-Garcia’s discussion of the pros and cons of telephone interpreting, translation
technology is addressing significant economic and social problems and is here to stay.
With budget constraints at every turn, it may seem inevitable that technology is the only
solution to the world’s translation needs, but clearly innovation and collaboration offer
additional tools that are also economically viable. In addition, as we have seen with
examples such as crowdsourced translation, there are increasing opportunities for
technology and human collaboration to work together.
It could be argued that the unique circumstances surrounding the translation of
Our Bodies, Ourselves and other activist texts do not provide a practical model that could
be applied to larger scale translation in general. For example, the creation of these texts
does not offer a financial model that most for-profit commercial publishers would want to
replicate. One response to this concern is that the movements that have resulted from the
global spread of OBOS or the World Social Forum are significant enough to study in their
own right, regardless of replicability, given that both groups have successfully brought
activist groups together on an international level, forming coalitions that have advanced
the mission of not only individual organizations, but multiple organizations with differing
but overlapping objectives.
In addition to the viability of studying these alternative translation models for
their own sake, the study of models that are not currently popular in the mainstream is
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crucial to the long-term vitality of almost any discipline. Thirty years ago, nobody would
have predicted that organic agriculture would be one of the fastest growing segments of
agriculture in the decades surrounding the turn of the 21st century.22 Sometimes
grassroots movements take on a life of their own: OBOS is a prime example of this
phenomenon and should not be discounted. I would argue that holistic approaches are one
of the defining trends of our time, and deserve serious examination from the field of
translation studies as well as from other disciplines.
The force of financial pressure is not unique to the fields of translation and
interpreting. Many other fields, such as agriculture and architecture, are successfully
finding a niche for human-scale approaches in the face of economic constraints and
despite the overwhelming reliance on mass production and mechanization in those fields.
In addition, there is a strong movement toward a more cooperative, collaborative
economic model in general. The investigation of a practice that rejects the dominant
individualistic, capitalist system is both timely and relevant in today’s political climate.
It is still worth asking, however, why human translators are finding themselves
working under increasingly stressful conditions, pressured to turn out work faster and
faster, if technology is truly revolutionizing the field of translation and cutting hundreds
of hours off of translation projects. Is this simply the nature of technology? Just as the
invention of household machines such as the vacuum cleaner or washing machine raised
the standards of cleanliness rather than reducing the time spent on cleaning, perhaps
translation technology has changed the standards and bred a demand for faster and faster
turnaround.

22
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It has been clear at least since the cultural turn in translation studies that
translation practices are a reflection of larger cultural values. Stepping back from
economic concerns and the mechanistic model of modern Western culture, with its
constant race against time, an example from ancient China can provide perspective:
Martha Cheung’s anthology includes a story from c.415 C.E. called “Mere Knowledge of
the Language was not Deemed Adequate for Conveying the Central Ideas”. In this story,
the king, Yao Xing, sought scholars to translate a Buddhist text. The content of this text
was sophisticated and profound, so knowledge of the language was not sufficient for
conveying the central concepts. Thus, two Indian monks (who presumably were familiar
with the source language and religious concepts) spent six years improving their
command of Chinese, and only then did they undertake the task of translating. The king
and his heir both gave their input, and then it was sent to literary scholars to “polish the
translation”, and to others who were familiar with Buddhist doctrines to “fine-tune the
arguments” (110-111). This level of process, attention to detail and devotion to
collaboration is almost unthinkable in our fast-paced, individual-based society, but
despite the seeming inevitability of giving in to the need for speed, it is worthwhile for
translators to question the pressure to keep up with the unsustainable pace of our culture.
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CONCLUSION
A holistic examination of collaborative approaches to translation in social change
movements does not yield a single, unified conclusion, but rather a wide array of
possibilities: Collaboration ranges from the routine interaction between editor, author,
and translator, to highly public events involving the multitudes, as took place in ancient
China. Depending on the circumstances, collaboration may be used to increase efficiency,
as in Else Vieira’s team of Brazilian translators, or may sacrifice efficiency for increased
attention to detail, as in the Kichwa translation of Don Quixote. Collaborative approaches
may be more costly, due to paying more translators, or may be less so, as in the case of
volunteer translators, or worker coops that eliminate expensive overhead and middlemen.
Collaborative translation projects may involve both bilingual and monolingual members.
Collaborative models may be based on thousands of years of tradition while also relying
heavily on cutting edge technology, and may be global in scope or influence, while at the
same time adapted to local situations.
A holistic outlook demands that we bridge the gap between theory, policy, and
practice. This means learning from both what is taught in translator training programs and
what is happening on the ground, and paying attention to what is printed in reputable
publications as well as what goes unspoken or persists under the radar. As we have seen
in the above controversies such as the role of amateur translators or the appropriate use of
technology in translation, considering an issue from multiple angles does not necessarily
yield a consensus.
While my aim is not to reach a consensus on any aspect of collaborative
approaches, there are some basic assumptions that can be made: For one thing, it is
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generally agreed that collaboration between speakers of the source language and target
language can increase the quality of a translation, and this is even more important when
the two languages are those of distinctly different cultures. In addition, it is accepted that
translations can reflect the social context in which they take place, and are therefore
subject to global trends such as colonialism, capitalism, or digitalization, as well as the
influence of specific social movements. In addition, there is a consensus that translators
make choices, and that translation takes place on many levels, from that of individual
words to cultural context. As a result of these factors, activist translators can and do make
choices to reflect the larger mission of their movement in their decisions and practices on
all levels. Just as translators can be activists for a movement, taking a prefigurative
approach in their choices from website design to translator training methods, translators
can be activists specifically for the field of translation. As Mona Baker has pointed out,
there is a trend today toward “multi-issue activism” as activists realize the
interconnectedness of movements relating to race, class, gender, climate, and economics
(2013:36). Translators, under increased pressure to keep up with the fast pace of the
digital age, have the opportunity to be activists in the cause of sustainable, just, and
human-scale translation practice, at the same time as they work toward a more just and
sustainable world at large.
What does it mean to be an activist in a movement toward more human scale
translation practices? Just as nurses are now obligated to oversee machines instead of
patients, and teachers’ curriculums are burdened with teaching for standardized test
scores, translators and interpreters are caught up in a field that demands increasing speed
and reliance on technology, and de-emphasizes cooperation and personal connection. A
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step back from the daily grind, however, may reveal that increased competition and
mechanization is not a sustainable path in translation any more than it is in agriculture or
medicine. Instead, translators should be empowered to use technology at its best and
reject it at its worst, while integrating modern practices and ancient approaches.
Activists and experts around the world have responded to the corporate takeover
of agriculture, the standardization of education, and the mechanization of medicine;
translators must also advocate for the right to maintain high standards, humane working
conditions, and sustainable practices within their field. Whether the issue is human rights,
sustainable energy, healthcare, or economic reform, the key in any movement usually
involves education and advocacy on all levels of production and consumption.
From cornfields and construction sites to classrooms and clinics, technology is a
tool that can be integrated mindfully into a holistic approach which also embraces
collaboration and human-scale craftsmanship. The aim here is not to refute the value of
modern day practices, but rather to enrich those practices with the integration of
traditional and collaborative approaches to translation. I hope that my research will
contribute to a better understanding of the economic viability and the long-term
sustainability of collaborative approaches to translation and interpreting, and to move the
profession toward the realization that there is space for professionals and amateurs,
technology and tradition within the field.
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APPENDIX
LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

Heather Bratko, RN
Lowell General Hospital, Lowell, MA
Interviewed on 11/11/13
Antonia Carcelén-Estrada
College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, MA
Interviewed on 3/13/15
Dianne Cella, RN, BSN, MSN
Children’s Hospital, Boston, MA
Interviewed on 11/2/13
Brooke Coleman, RN, CNM
The Farm School, Athol, MA
Interviewed on 11/15/13
Sara Connor, RN, MS/CS, FNP
UMass Memorial Hospital, Worcester, MA
Interviewed on 11/27/13
Cailin Duran, RN, FNP
Edward M. Kennedy Community Health Center, Worcester, MA
Interviewed on 12/1/13
Matthew Feinstein
Stone Soup Artist and Activist Collective, Worcester, MA
Interviewed on 2/27/15
Dania Flores-Heagney
Stone Soup Artist and Activist Collective, Worcester, MA
Interviewed on 2/27/15
Caleb Langer
City of Northampton, MA
Interviewed on 5/1/14
BJ MacKinnon, CPM, CNM
Family Health Center, Worcester, MA
Interviewed on 11/12/13
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Carlos Miranda
Interpreters’ Coop of Madison, Madison, WI
Interviewed on 7/6/15
David Morgan
Valley Alliance of Worker Co-operatives, Northampton, MA
Interviewed on 1/14/15
Judith Norsigian
Our Bodies Ourselves, Boston, MA
Interviewed on 4/23/14
Sophie Santoro, RN, BSN
UMass Memorial Hospital, Worcester, MA
Interviewed on 10/19/13
Ester Shapiro, Ph.D.
University of Massachusetts, Boston, MA
Interviewed on 4/23/14
Alison Shea, RN, BSN
Children’s Hospital, Boston, MA
Interviewed on 10/22/13
Maria Marmo Skinner
Our Bodies Ourselves, Boston, MA
Interviewed on 11/31/13
Susan Walsh, RN, BSN
Community Health Connections, Leominster, MA
Interviewed on 11/25/13
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